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    CHAPTER ONE 
 
      
 
   Professor Nick Upton stepped out of the front door of the anthropology department at Republic University and started to run. This time he’d go farther than he ever had. This time he was finally going to push it. 
 
    It was late morning on a Saturday and the quad was quiet. Just a few flirting undergraduates sitting on the steps of Old Main or sprawled out on the grass, while a couple of Nick’s colleagues headed for their own departments housed in the turn-of-the-century red brick buildings around the quad. Avoiding their wives, probably. Nick knew all about that. 
 
    The sun was shining and the air carried the first sharpness of approaching autumn. He jogged under spreading oak and ash trees whose leaves were just beginning to turn. Soon the upper Midwest would be ablaze with color—a perfect contrast to the colorless town of Republic from which the university took its name. 
 
    Nick left the quad, getting into a rhythm, pacing himself for the long run to come. Six miles. He’d do six miles today. Maybe more. If he got tired, he could always call a cab to get back to the university. Cheryl would never know, and he could brag about his jog later. Twenty years of marriage and he still wanted to impress her, not that he ever did much of that these days. 
 
    He huffed out past the last red brick buildings of the old university and through the more modern concrete boxes built in the Seventies. The names of the departments stood above their entrances in letters of weathered steel. Chemistry. Geology. Biosciences. That last building had just gotten a big glass and steel extension that looked more like a corporate building in a major city than a university department in a private liberal arts institution. The state was big on farming, and one of the big agrochemical companies had thrown a lot of money at the university to get its name on the building. Nick curled his lip in disgust. 
 
    Another two minutes and he was off campus, nodding at a security guard as he left the leafy path for the more utilitarian sidewalk of the main road. Nick jogged in place, waiting for the light to change as cars and pickups shot past him. Someone in a Hummer shouted through an open window. 
 
    “Faggot!” 
 
    “Just because I know how to read doesn’t mean I’m gay, redneck,” Nick grumbled. 
 
    Republic was a city in name only. At Nick’s moderate pace, it took him a grand total of five minutes to pass the strip mall, the McDonalds, the Waffle House, and the Guns & Ammo Center to reach a broad open path cutting between the beginnings of a forest. 
 
    This had been a railroad once, but it had since been converted into a public footpath as part of the national Rails to Trails Campaign. Back in the day, the railroad had run through this town, though ultimately it had been replaced by the eighteen-wheelers on the highway, supplying the chain stores and the giant Walmart while taking away the few products Republic still created—including the feed mill, the agrochemical plant, and the America First Security Lock Company. Nick wished one of those trucks would take him away. 
 
    He was already sweating, and his Fitbit told him he had run only one mile. Two more to go before he reached the end of the trail and then three miles back to the department. Next would be a quick clean-up in the bathroom, and a hamburger and a couple of beers in Student Town, the two city blocks of decent shops that catered to the university and the only place in this damn town where someone with a PhD was welcome. 
 
    The trail was broad, even, and shaded the entire way. It was the perfect place for a middle-aged and only moderately fit man to jog. More importantly, it was quiet. The last few houses flanking the trail were soon behind Nick, and he huffed alone down the trail toward its end. The train tracks continued beyond that, of course, but the state had stopped clearing them away and widening the path. The original plan had been to link the trail to other projects across the state and the country, to create an entire network of hiking, running, and biking paths on the afterimage of the old rail network. But this hayseed state and its inbred neighbors hadn’t seen the value in that. 
 
    Despite the cool air, Nick’s shirt clung to his body with sweat. He kept running. He had a beer belly to get rid of, and getting rid of the beer was not an option. Besides, his hairline was racing toward the back of his neck at a rate of an inch a year. He couldn’t be both pot-bellied and bald. That would be just too pathetic. 
 
    A man ran toward him, heading back to town. He was dressed almost identically to Nick—shorts, loose old t-shirt covering an out-of-shape frame, moderately expensive running shoes. Nick vaguely recognized him from an all-faculty meeting. He couldn’t place the man’s department, but it was a no-brainer that he was from the university. The locals’ idea of getting fit was guzzling cheap beer while shooting raccoons. No townies came on this path, and neither did Republic University’s few minority faculty members. They didn’t stray beyond Student Town. 
 
    The jogger gave Nick a courteous, half-recognizing nod and continued on his way. 
 
    Nick glanced at his Fitbit. Two miles. Good. He was getting better. He used to quit and walk back at this point. 
 
    He continued, running into the silence of the path’s last mile. The path delved deeper into the forest and began to narrow. Nick supposed that, at this point, the money had run out for the project. The trees began to press close, their spreading branches creating a darkening tunnel. 
 
    The path made a gentle curve to the left and suddenly ended. The transition was startling. From a path that could have been in any city on the East Coast, from where Nick had come and where he desperately wanted to return, the scene became the epitome of the Rust Belt. 
 
    Thick underbrush and close-set trees shrouded rusted rails running off and out of sight. A small, new sign pointed right, where Nick knew that a narrow trail ran for half a mile to the highway access road. A housing development stood over there—townies only. There was also a payphone, as quaint a relic of a former age as the tracks themselves. Briefly, Nick was tempted to take a shortcut and call a cab, cut a six-mile run down to three-and-a-half. 
 
    Don’t wimp out, he chided himself. You always wimp out. 
 
    Running in place, he glanced back the way he had come. Another three miles of the same thing. Or he could continue. The space between the tracks made a relatively smooth path, the ties all but buried by the earth that was relentlessly swallowing this relic of an older time. He’d never been this far before. 
 
    Yeah, but I could trip on something, and there are probably ticks or wasps’ nests. 
 
    Nick rolled his eyes. Where was the young anthropologist who had drank ayahuasca with Amazonian shamans? The guy who had studied Voudon in the most remote parts of the Louisiana bayou? 
 
    He’d become a boring, middle-aged, middle-class professor who hadn’t published a paper in years. 
 
    Nick gritted his teeth and plunged into the woods. 
 
    He slowed a bit, keeping an eye out for where he was going. The tracks made a good path, just as he had suspected, the earth and carpet of leaves and moss creating an even running surface. Only a few times did he have to adjust his step to avoid obstacles—a couple of warped ties that stuck out of the ground, a rusty old bucket, a pile of corroded beer cans, a few scattered shotgun shells. The hicks must have come out there to party. 
 
    But not recently. All the stuff looked old, the plastic of the shotgun shells cracked and brittle, the labels on the beer cans faded. Nick was alone. 
 
    The tracks continued straight through the woods. It was even darker here, the canopy of trees almost a roof overhead. Silent, too. No wind and, he realized after a moment, no birdsong, not even any insects. 
 
    Nick slowed to a walk, looking around. His Fitbit told him he had run for another mile. Why so quiet? Back on the main trail, his run had always been accompanied by the chirp of birds and the scrabble of squirrels along bark. The silence felt oppressive, unsettling. 
 
    Had he spooked the wildlife? Nick smiled. Silence in the woods usually meant that a predator was nearby, but the rednecks had killed the last bear in the state twenty years earlier, and wolves had disappeared long before that. Nothing out there was more dangerous than a few wasps. 
 
    He resumed his regular jogging pace, continuing through the forest. 
 
    Nick got only another half mile before he saw the first of the stick figures. 
 
    It hung from a low branch at the end of a piece of rough twine. It was made of twigs lashed together with twine to create the image of a four-legged animal. A wolf, perhaps. Canine anyway. Nick stopped and studied it for a moment, curious. When he looked farther down the track, he noticed another figure not ten yards away. He walked over to it and saw a stick man. Just beyond that was another four-legged creature. 
 
    Intrigued, Nick walked on. Twenty yards or so farther, another of the figures dangled from a branch. This one was a triangle pointing downwards with two short twigs tied to the top side. Nick got the impression of a Devil’s head. 
 
    His skin prickled. What were these figures doing out here? 
 
    Looking along the track for more figures, he spotted the dark bulk of an old building up ahead. He approached, ears perked for any sound in the still, silent forest. 
 
    It was an old railroad station, its tin roof patterned with leaves and fallen branches, the wooden walls warped and splintered. Only the concrete platform, covered with graffiti, still stood in good order. Nick felt a chill when he saw several of the figures dangling in the trees that grew close around the station—stick men and four-legged beasts, Devil’s heads and pentagrams. 
 
    Nick’s heart pounded, and not just from the run, and yet an overwhelming curiosity drew him forward. He ascended the three concrete steps to the platform and stopped, peering inside the station’s open doorway. 
 
    It took a moment for his eyes to adjust to the gloomy interior. The door lay on the floor just before the doorway, blown down by some storm or removed by human hands. Nick was surprised to not see the usual detritus of an abandoned building. No beer cans, no cigarette butts, no used condoms. Even the graffiti on the interior walls looked old and faded. It was like no one came there anymore, except for whoever had put up those weird stick figures. Flies buzzed around the entrance and Nick smelled something foul, like overripe garbage. 
 
    He stood on the threshold where the concrete platform ended and the wooden floor of the stationhouse began. Not trusting the floor to hold him, he stuck his head in and peered around. 
 
    Just to the left of the entrance, not three inches from his nose, a squirrel hung from the roof on the end of a piece of twine. The string was wrapped around the squirrel’s neck, and its belly had been cut open. Flies blackened its entrails as well as the stubs of all four of its legs. Its feet had been cut off. 
 
    Nick cried out and drew back. An instant later, he heard a rustling behind him. In the underbrush on the opposite side of the tracks, he caught a glimpse of a dark figure disappearing behind a thick oak. 
 
    The sight jolted him into action. Nick leaped off the platform and sprinted down the tracks, fleeing for the safety of the main path. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    CHAPTER TWO 
 
      
 
   Nick was not followed. He had glanced over his shoulder several times during his mad rush out of the woods, and he didn’t see any signs of pursuit. That hadn’t slowed him down, though, and he made it to the main path in record time. For a second, he was tempted to take the shortcut to the housing project only half a mile away but the narrowness of the path and the thick underbrush on either side made him shudder. Instead, he took the broad, clear, straight path back to town. He almost sobbed with relief when, after a mile, he spotted a jogger in the distance, an older guy whose black dress socks were ill-matched to his cheap running shoes. A professor for sure. The man was just turning around to head back to town. 
 
    Nick paced him about fifty yards behind, glad for the company. 
 
    What the hell had been going on back there? Some hick’s idea of fun? It had a religious air to it, the stick figures both marking a territory and acting as symbols. 
 
    Symbols of what? The Devil’s head was pretty clear and was certainly a form of rebellion in this Bible Belt state. Same with the pentagram. The four-legged beast was less clear, as were the human figures. The stick men had looked familiar. Nick had seen something like that before, although he couldn’t quite put his finger on it. They had been made by two twigs tied into a cross and then another pair formed into an X below, making a triangular body. 
 
    Perhaps he had seen them in some prehistoric cave art or African fetish. They certainly looked primitive in style. Nick had been studying esoteric religions for so long, he’d seen just about everything. It was hard to remember it all. 
 
    He was surprised he’d gotten so startled but the suddenness of realizing he wasn’t alone, right after seeing that mutilated squirrel, had made instinct take over. 
 
    And, really, he shouldn’t be ashamed of himself, he thought as he looked over his shoulder for the hundredth time. There had been town-and-gown tensions for as long as he could remember. Students and faculty didn’t stray far beyond Student Town because they weren’t welcome in the bars and streets where the locals hung out. Hell, Nick had even gotten nasty looks in the Walmart. If that wasn’t neutral territory for all Americans, what was? 
 
    Nick wiped his brow. He was soaked in sweat and had a cramp in his side. He didn’t dare let that other professor get too far ahead, though, so he kept jogging. At least the guy went slower than Nick’s usual pace. He didn’t want to become the latest casualty of the tensions between the locals and the newcomers. 
 
    Like last year’s incident, when a black student went to a country-and-western bar just off the interstate. After being called a nigger half a dozen times and having a drink poured on him, he fled. Black Lives Matter stepped in and made a big fuss, trying to get the bar shut down and demanding action from the municipality. Their position was that an African-American should be able to go to any public place without fear of persecution. 
 
    Well, yeah, but get real. What had the student expected? The bar owner spouted some line about the kid causing trouble. The municipality shrugged and said the situation was “unclear.” Twitter screamed for a while and then moved on to the next Rage of the Week. Nothing changed. 
 
    Just one incident out of many, and one of the least violent. Several students had been beaten up for showing up at the wrong bar. 
 
    Nick glanced over his shoulder again. The path remained reassuringly empty. Whoever had been lurking around the old train station hadn’t followed him. In fact, he or she had probably run off and hid. 
 
    She? Probably not. Nick’s fleeting glimpse had given him the impression of a man, and a hefty one at that. 
 
    Whoever it had been, they were nowhere in sight. 
 
    Better safe than sorry. Nick ignored the cramp in his side and kept jogging back to town. 
 
    By the time he made it to the trailhead, he was panting with exhaustion. The man he had been pacing made the light at the crosswalk and headed onto campus. 
 
    Nick didn’t make it and leaned against a telephone pole, waiting impatiently for the light to change. On the opposite corner, curving around the well-manicured university grass, was a low stone wall engraved with the words “Republic University.” Some dipshit had spray painted an “-an” after “Republic.” Local humor. Happened at least three or four times a semester. The custodial staff would rub it off and a townie would add it right back again. The stone between the two words was actually abraded down a quarter of an inch from all the cleanings—the price of being a pinpoint of blue in a red state. 
 
    The light changed and, with a profound sense of relief, Nick returned to campus. 
 
    He no longer ran but trudged back to his department. Well, at least it had been a hell of a workout. He checked his Fitbit. Nine miles. Not bad. A new personal record, or at least a personal record for this phase of his life. Once, long ago, he’d been a lean, hardy youth, canoeing down remote rivers and climbing mountain trails in search of the secrets of other cultures. That youth was long gone, and even the stories of his adventures had begun losing their glamor, though they still wowed a new crop of freshmen every year. 
 
    Back to the quad and its peaceful scene of Victorian buildings and flirting students. Why couldn’t the town be like this? Nick should have stayed back East, back in civilization, where he fit in. Except Cheryl had gotten a plum job and he had stupidly agreed to apply to the anthropology department here. They had thought they were so lucky when he landed one. Academic couples hardly ever managed to get jobs at the same university. Yeah, some luck. 
 
    He climbed the steps to the anthropology building and entered the cool, dim front hall, all wood and tile. A collection of faculty photos hung on one wall beside photos of the graduate students—fewer of those with every semester. The department had been coasting in its reputation for years now, and word was beginning to spread. Nick wasn’t alone in not publishing anymore. Students, like all young people, wanted to be where something was happening, and not much happened in the anthropology department of Republic University. 
 
    After standing in the hallway for a minute to cool down, Nick climbed the creaky wooden steps to the upper floor. Passing the open door of an office, he saw Phil Bennett, one of the archaeology professors who specialized in the local prehistoric Native Americans. The man was neatly dressed in a jacket and tie, his slicked-back gray hair perfectly combed even though it was the weekend. Bennett sat at his computer. The rapidity with which he minimized one of the windows hinted at what he had been looking at. Nick had caught him before. 
 
    “Have a good jog?” Professor Bennett asked. 
 
    “Exhilarating. Anyone else here?” 
 
    “Nope.” Bennett looked back at his screen, obviously waiting for Nick to leave. 
 
    “Well, see you.” 
 
    “Bye.” 
 
    Nick went to his office and closed the door, confused as to why he hadn’t shared what he’d seen. Was it because he didn’t want to have a conversation with a colleague sporting an erection? That was certainly part of it. But, really, he wanted to keep what he had seen to himself, at least for the moment. It had confused and disturbed him in some deep way, more than it should have. He wanted to think it through. 
 
    Nick took off his shirt and rubbed himself down with a towel he kept in his office. After putting on a clean shirt and more deodorant, he opened the blinds and sat at his desk. He had a fine view of the quad, partially screened by an oak tree growing just outside his window. For a minute, he sat there admiring a couple of lovely young coeds walking down the path underneath his window. Bennett should look more outside his window and less at his screen. He’d get brought before the Chancellor for misuse of university equipment if he wasn’t careful. 
 
    So, what had been going on back there at the abandoned railway station? It seemed like more than just some wannabe Satanist kids messing around. It had the air of folk magic to it. There was a planning to the layout of those stick figures, one he’d have to study to better understand. The figures had taken a bit of talent to create as well. Simple and yet so expressive. Familiar, too. Nick flipped through some of the books on the large bookshelf by his desk but found no close parallels. 
 
    After a while, he gave up. His eye passed over the stack of ungraded exams and he turned away in disgust. Grading was the least rewarding part of a generally unrewarding job. At least they wouldn’t be copied from websites like so many of the term papers. Students didn’t seem to understand that if they could find something on the Internet, so could he. In fact, the university had given all the professors a computer program that did the checking for them, giving the percentage of the paper lifted from online sources, with links to each one. It was like an automatic failing machine. But the righteous sense of satisfaction Nick had gotten from failing plagiarizers had worn off years ago. Now it just made him depressed. 
 
    He checked his phone, which he had left behind during his run, and saw a call from his wife, Cheryl. He called her back. 
 
    “Hey, how was your run?” 
 
    “Good. Did nine miles today.” 
 
    “That’s great!” 
 
    “I’m going to get rid of this beer belly pretty soon.” 
 
    “To do that, you’ll have to get rid of the beer.” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah. How was your morning?” 
 
    “Busy writing out this grant proposal. Why does each one have to have different formatting? It drives me crazy. I can’t just use elements from similar proposals. I have to type out everything all over again, even my CV!” 
 
    Cheryl was a microbiologist at Republic University. Unlike Nick, she hadn’t given up on advancing her career and was giving herself ulcers and a serious sleep disorder trying to juggle teaching and a full research load. Her success compared to his own made him uncomfortable. Her constant stress made him worry. 
 
    “Try not to work all weekend,” Nick said. “Want to go to the river for a walk?” 
 
    Cheryl sighed. “No time. I’m going to have to work tomorrow, too. We can watch some Netflix tonight. What are you going to do for the rest of the day?” 
 
    Not spend it with you, apparently, Nick thought. Out loud he said, “I guess I’m going to grade some exams. Go to lunch in town—” 
 
    “Order a salad.” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah. Then I have to look up some things in the library. I’ll see you for dinner. I’m cooking.” 
 
    “Thank you,” she said with obvious relief. “Sorry I’m so stressed but I have to get this done before Monday. The team will need to review my part and give me input before the Wednesday deadline.” 
 
    “All right. Love you.” 
 
    “Love you, bye.” 
 
    Their final words were given quickly, almost formally. Nick remembered a time when those words had meaning behind them. He supposed they still did. It would be nice to feel it a bit more, though. 
 
    Nick sat back and gazed out the window in silence, not really seeing the trees or the coeds or the Victorian buildings. Instead, he was deep in thought. 
 
    Why hadn’t he mentioned what he had seen to Cheryl? He hadn’t mentioned it to Bennett, either. Did he really want to keep it from everybody? 
 
    He didn’t know but he did know one thing. 
 
    He was going back there tomorrow morning. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    CHAPTER THREE 
 
      
 
   The trail seemed less foreboding this time. Birds sang in the trees and the rustle of branches high above told Nick that the squirrels were active once again. The low hum of cicadas created a white noise background to the peaceful woodland sounds. 
 
    Nick felt relieved but not surprised. Whoever had been lurking in the bushes the previous morning wouldn’t still be there. The guy had probably been some jogger anyway, someone who had stumbled upon the stick figures and the gutted squirrel like he had, then heard Nick and gotten scared. From what he’d read, animals could sense fear in larger animals, and they responded in kind. The birds and squirrels had mistaken the two large humans as predator and prey and had gone silent, waiting for the deadly game to pass by them. 
 
    Still, Nick kept a close eye on the surrounding woods as he walked down the tracks. He had parked in the housing development off the highway and walked along the little-used path half a mile to reach the far end of the converted railway trail, just where it stopped and the rails had been left in place. 
 
    Nick hadn’t felt like jogging all the way. He was still sore from his epic run the day before and, besides, he had brought a camera. He wanted to get some good shots of the figures and the squirrel. Unlike what everyone under twenty-five thought, a smart phone wasn’t a good enough camera. If you wanted publication-quality photographs, you had to use a real camera—in his case, a Pentax with a powerful zoom lens. 
 
    Nick had decided to do some research on these figures. Yesterday’s trip to the library had turned up nothing, so he was going to take some photographs and talk with local folklorists. He might even make a paper out of it. It would be nice to publish something for a change. 
 
    But then he saw something that puzzled him. More accurately, he saw nothing. 
 
    He was sure he should have come to the first of the figures by now, the one that looked a bit like a wolf. 
 
    But perhaps he had misjudged the distance the previous day. He continued. 
 
    Still he didn’t see any of the figures hanging from the trees. Now he could see the old, overgrown station up ahead. 
 
    Nick stopped and looked around, puzzled. What was going on? There had been at least a dozen hanging right where he stood. 
 
    A prickle of fear ran up his spine. He dismissed the emotion as cowardly. So, his hidden companion from the previous day had taken them. Why? 
 
    Nick continued to the station, treading softly. He clutched his camera in front of him like a shield. 
 
    The station was silent and dark. No flies buzzed at the doorway. Instead of the overpowering stench of the previous day, Nick caught only a faint whiff of carrion. Biting his lower lip, he peeked inside and to the left. 
 
    The squirrel was gone. 
 
    Instead, jammed into the wall just next to the door, was a large knife. 
 
    Nick jumped. 
 
    He glanced around the interior of the station, then over his shoulder. No one. 
 
    But he didn’t need anyone to tell him what the knife meant. The meaning was clear enough. 
 
    Mind your own business. 
 
    He stepped inside the station, half out of curiosity and half to get out of sight. As he had noticed on his last visit, the interior was one room, with no hidden spots that he needed to worry about. It was more of a shelter from the elements than an actual station. There wasn’t even a ticket office. He supposed people paid the conductor in those days. 
 
    Slinging his camera, he pulled out his phone and turned on the flashlight mode. Its beam lit up the area where the squirrel had hung. A few dark, dry spots on the floor probably contained its blood. A fresh nail stuck in an old roof beam showed where the squirrel had been strung up. 
 
    Nick glanced out the door again and scanned the forest. All looked and sounded normal. He pulled the knife—a large but otherwise normal kitchen knife—out of the wall. Gripping it made him feel better. Then he realized that he had just obscured any fingerprints. 
 
    Did that matter? It wasn’t like this person had committed any crimes. Mutilating a squirrel wasn’t going to get you locked up in jail. Well, maybe in this hick state. They’d probably charge you for wasting lunch meat. 
 
    He moved around the station, testing each step with his foot before putting his full weight on it. The floorboards groaned in protest but didn’t buckle. 
 
    The search produced nothing, just some old graffiti. The interior had obviously been swept. There was no trash—just a few stray leaves that had blown in. The back door was warped shut, so Nick left the way he had come. 
 
    At a loss, he paused at the concrete platform. Near his feet he saw a stamp in the concrete: “WPA 1938.” A Depression-era project from the Works Progress Administration. 
 
    What had this station been for? It seemed like it was in the middle of nowhere. 
 
    Then he noticed that all the trees in this area were young, with thin trunks. None looked older than half a century, not that he was an expert. 
 
    He descended the concrete steps and circled the station. Behind it, he saw a cracked and overgrown macadam lot and the faint trace of an old road leading off through the woods. Here and there in the thick underbrush, he saw low mounds. Curious, he approached one of them. 
 
    The foundations of a building, as was the mound beyond it. He wandered for a time. A settlement had been there—a poor one, judging from the modest size and shoddy construction of the houses. None of them had withstood the test of time. Ironic. The only building still standing was the station that had been intended to serve this village. Nick had read a lot of history to supplement his anthropological studies; he knew that until the widespread use of cars in the 1930s and the later spread of the interstate highway system, railroads had crisscrossed the nation, serving even small communities. It had been a different era. Nick had never been on a railway journey within the United States but the people who lived in this village must have celebrated in 1938 when they got a brand-new station. It was their link to the outside world. He supposed the track had run along his jogging path to some station in Republic that was long gone, linking this village to the “big city.” The locals would no longer have had to walk in. 
 
    That was all very interesting, but it didn’t get him any closer to determining what had happened to those stick figures. Nick returned to the tracks and started following them farther into the woods. He put his phone back in his pocket but continued to grip the knife. It made him feel better. 
 
    He didn’t have to go far. 
 
    About a quarter mile beyond the station, he saw the first one. 
 
    It was a canine again, this time better made than the one he had seen before. Unmistakably, it was a wolf. It rocked back and forth in the breeze, suspended by a length of twine from a low branch next to the tracks. 
 
    Nick shuddered and looked around. The coast was clear. He set down the knife with some reluctance, then pulled out his camera and took a photo. 
 
    He felt much better once the knife was in his hand again. 
 
    After another minute of walking, Nick spotted more stick sculptures hanging from the boughs of a large oak tree. Unlike the other trees in this area, this one looked old, with a thick trunk and gnarled limbs. Seven sculptures hung in a circle from the limbs facing the old railroad track. They were another wolf or dog, a Devil’s face, a pentagram, and four human figures. Even from a distance, he could see and hear the cloud of flies buzzing around the spot. 
 
    Heart pounding, he approached. Something was lying on the forest floor beneath the ring of stick sculptures. 
 
    Something bloody and torn. 
 
    A cat. 
 
    It had been a large tabby. It lay on its back. Like the squirrel, it had been gutted and the flies fed on its entrails. Each of its paws was missing. 
 
    Bile rose in Nick’s throat and he turned away. 
 
    After a moment, he forced himself to take pictures of everything—the general layout, close-ups of each stick figure, and a close-up of the cat. 
 
    Once he was done, he took a quick glance around. There was no sign of any more sculptures, just a few mounds of old wooden shacks returning to the earth. 
 
    Time to leave. He didn’t want to be around when whoever had done this returned. He jogged down the tracks, eyes alert, knife at the ready. 
 
    It wasn’t long before he reached the end of the expanded trail and the shortcut leading to the housing development. No one was around. Nick hurried down the path almost to its end before he discarded the knife. Even then, he didn’t feel safe doing so but walking through that parking lot with a big knife in his hand might prompt one of the local yokels to blow his head off with a shotgun. 
 
    With a profound sense of relief, Nick got into his old Ford and pulled out of the parking lot. Instead of taking the highway past town to his neighborhood, he took the access road. He wanted to drive slowly and take some time to think. 
 
    What had he stumbled upon? The mutilation of the squirrel had been disturbing enough, but whoever did that had moved on to kill a cat. Psychologically, that was a big step. A squirrel was a wild animal and considered a pest. A cat was a domestic animal. There were cultural and even legal barriers to torturing and killing one. 
 
    A more disturbing thought ran through him like a rush of ice water. Serial killers often mutilated animals before escalating to humans. 
 
    Nick shook his head. He was being overly dramatic. Statistics showed that those disturbed individuals who mutilated animals almost never went on to become murderers. 
 
    But what about that knife stuck in the wall? 
 
    What was going on with those figures suspended from the branches? The horned head was obviously the Devil, an unimaginative representation of evil by some uneducated person. The same with the pentagram. The humans could mean just about anything—worshippers, gods, spirits, victims. The canines were almost certainly wolves, as that would appeal to the wild, rural feel of it all. 
 
    So, some sicko playing at being a Satanist. 
 
    Nick felt a bit disappointed. He thought he had come across some hidden folk culture. 
 
    Instead, he had come across a crime. 
 
    He turned off the access road into town and headed for the police station. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    CHAPTER FOUR 
 
      
 
   Chewing on the end of his moustache, Sheriff Luke O’Connor looked at the photos on the screen on the back of Nick’s camera. Sheriff O’Connor was a heavy, deliberate man in his fifties—someone who looked like he had seen it all. When he got to the picture of the cat, his eyes narrowed a little but that was his only reaction. 
 
    They sat in his office in Republic’s large police station. The walls were decorated with photos of O’Connor’s family, several pictures of him on bass fishing trips, and a commendation from the Drug Enforcement Agency. 
 
    “So, you say that you found a squirrel yesterday cut up in the same way?” Sheriff O’Connor asked. 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “And it was gone when you went back just now?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “You sure you didn’t notice any details about the individual who was hiding in the brush yesterday?” 
 
    “Bulky, average height. I think it was a man.” 
 
    “Anything else you can remember about the individual?” 
 
    “No, sorry.” 
 
    Sheriff O’Connor handed back the camera. “Pretty sick stuff. Can you send me those photos?” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    Nick pulled out the memory card and stuck it into a USB adaptor that he kept in his camera bag. 
 
    “Any idea who could have done this?” asked the professor as he handed over the device. 
 
    The policeman shrugged as he plugged the USB into his old desktop. “Teenagers, probably. Sometimes we get complaints about Devil music coming from the woods at night.” 
 
    “Devil music?” 
 
    “You know, Metallica and Slayer and all that junk.” 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    Nick was amused the officer couldn’t name a band from later than the Nineties, until he realized that neither could he. 
 
    “Have you ever seen something like this before?” Nick asked as the photos uploaded. 
 
    “Oh, sure. Drawings of the Devil or 666, that sort of thing. Kids want to rebel against the good Christian teachings they get at home.” 
 
    Nick nodded. Republic was the only college town he had ever seen that had more churches than bars. In fact, the local ordinance prohibited liquor sales on Sunday and several of the state’s counties were dry. 
 
    “Have you ever seen stick sculptures like this before?” Nick asked. 
 
    Sheriff O’Connor shook his head. “Nope. That’s a new one on me. Looks like some dope-smoking lowlife has a touch of artistry.” 
 
    The sheriff rose heavily from his chair. He was well into middle age and not at all in shape. 
 
    “Guess I’ll have to investigate this myself,” he said. “All my spare men are down on the business loop cleaning out a motel room that got used as a meth lab. Happens a lot. They come from another county or another state, rent a cheap motel room for a few days, and mix it up in the bathtub.” 
 
    “Did you catch them?” 
 
    “Nope, just the leavings. Got some fingerprints, though.” 
 
    “Good. Maybe you can get another one of those,” Nick said, jerking his thumb toward the commendation. 
 
    Sheriff O’Connor let out a little laugh. “That? No, I got that years ago. Got in a gunfight with a weed dealer. Caught a ricochet but nailed the piece of shit. I won’t get anything for busting a meth lab. I do that at least once a month. If they gave me a plaque for every meth lab, I’d be able to tile my kitchen floor with the things. Not sure the old lady would like the change of decor. Well, thanks for coming in, Professor. Guess I’ll have bad news for some cat owner.” 
 
    They shook hands. 
 
    “Thanks for seeing me, Sheriff. Oh, they spray painted the university sign again.” 
 
    Sheriff O’Connor smiled. “If we see them, we’ll bust them, but that crime has about ten thousand suspects.” 
 
    So few? Nick thought. Republic’s population outside the university is fifty thousand. 
 
    Nick drove home. 
 
    Home was in a leafy suburb where most of his neighbors were associated with the university, along with a few professional locals. Lawyers. Doctors. The county treasurer lived two doors down. Nick and Cheryl’s place was a two-story, four-bedroom house. Two of the bedrooms were used as his and Cheryl’s home offices. He rarely used his, which was mostly stuffed with books. Another room was for their thirteen-year-old daughter, Elaine, over at a friend’s house for the day. 
 
    “You’re back late,” Cheryl said from her office, located just off the living room to his left as he came in. “Go for another marathon?” 
 
    “Har-har. No, I was speaking with the sheriff.” 
 
    “Huh?” That got her attention—something that was proving harder and harder to do these days. 
 
    Nick entered her office. Tidy paper piles of varying heights were arrayed on the computer table like an architectural plan. A desktop Mac with a large screen was running some sort of simulation. Nick had never really understood what she did except that it took every bit of Cheryl’s high intelligence and organizational skills. 
 
    Cheryl sat at the desk. Shoulder-length brown hair, slim figure, still pretty at forty-six. The bags under her eyes didn’t help, though. She worked too damn hard. He didn’t work enough. Nick wasn’t sure which was worse. 
 
    At least he didn’t need pills to sleep at night. 
 
    Maybe tonight, though. 
 
    Nick moved a stack of term papers off the spare seat. Cheryl leaped up, fussed around to find a spare spot, and ended up setting them on the floor. 
 
    “So, what happened?” she asked once they had both sat down. 
 
    He gave her a rundown of what had happened the day before and that morning. Cheryl sat in silence, sipping coffee from a huge mug. “Science runs on caffeine,” she always said. 
 
    “That’s awful. Why did you go back after the guy spotted you?” 
 
    “Um, I don’t really know. I guess I figured he wouldn’t be back the next day, and he wasn’t.” 
 
    “But jeez, Nick, it’s still dumb. Don’t you remember that sophomore kid last semester?” 
 
    Brett Dawson had been hiking along the river near town when he’d gotten into an altercation with some locals out fishing. It was unclear who started what, but the kid had gotten beaten to within an inch of his life. Someone found him unconscious with a dozen fishhooks stuck all over his body. He’d been beaten so badly, he couldn’t remember his assailants’ faces. 
 
    Nick gave an embarrassed shrug. “Yeah, well, I didn’t think whoever did this would be there the next time, and he wasn’t. I guess I just wanted to follow it up, see if it was some old bit of folklore.” 
 
    Cheryl set down her coffee mug and gave him a sympathetic look. 
 
    “Missing research?” 
 
    “I’m missing having the time to do research.” 
 
    “How about you do something this summer?” 
 
    “You know how summer gets filled up. Trips to your parents, trips to my mom. Elaine’s million activities. Besides, I want to spend time with you guys.” 
 
    “That’s all important but you’re not satisfied here. I can tell.” 
 
    He threw his hands up. “My career is at a dead end!” 
 
    Cheryl put a hand on his knee. “Then make the time to move it forward. I can do more cooking.” 
 
    “You’re busy.” 
 
    “Maybe you can apply for a sabbatical?” 
 
    “I need a solid research proposal for that.” 
 
    “Yeah, I know. But find something, Nick. Even if it’s something small. You need it.” 
 
    “Yeah, you’re right.” 
 
    His wife gave him a playful slap. “Just don’t go looking for more eviscerated cats. What would the neighbors think?” 
 
    Cheryl did a couple more hours of work as he prepared dinner. 
 
    Elaine came back, having been driven by her friend’s mom. She trundled through the door, all lanky limbs and flowing brown hair. 
 
    “Hey Mom! Hey Dad!” She gave each of them a peck on the cheek. Nick cocked his head. 
 
    “What’s with all the makeup?” he asked. The girl had caked on so much of it, she looked twenty, not thirteen. And not a classy twenty, either. 
 
    “Oh, Tammy and I were trying on some stuff.” 
 
    “More than some,” Cheryl said. “You look trashy.” 
 
    Elaine rolled her eyes. “I do not look trashy.” 
 
    “Honey, the girls here wear too much makeup,” Cheryl said. “You’re not going to get respect from the boys looking like that.” 
 
    “It’s the style,” Elaine whined. “Why do you have to be so conservative?” 
 
    “Go rub it off,” Nick said. “There are no boys to impress here.” 
 
    “Puritans,” Elaine moaned, stomping to her room. 
 
    But her words held no real anger. Elaine was a good kid, her teenybopper phase having been remarkably relaxed so far. Nick and his wife did worry about the influence of the local kids, though. They had enrolled her in the town’s one private school, which offered a discount for the children of university professors, but some local influence did creep in. Tammy was one of them. Plus, there were the kids Elaine met at the mall and the park. 
 
    The rest of the day was spent in the usual routine—dinner, Netflix, early to bed for both of them. Another exhausting week was coming up. 
 
    Nick arrived at the office early the next morning to look through a couple of journals in the departmental library. He had an idea for a spinoff article he could write on the ayahuasca research he’d done for his PhD. He nodded at the department secretary and one of the linguistics professors who happened to be in the front hall, then went upstairs. The library was at the end of the hall, near Bennett’s office. He hoped that guy wasn’t looking at porn again. 
 
    Instead, Bennett had some sort of archaeological site report spread out on his desk. Nick wouldn’t have spared it a second glance except a drawing on one of the pages stopped him cold. 
 
    It was the wolf—the wolf from the assembly of stick figures. It looked exactly the same. 
 
    Nick stared from the doorway for a moment. Bennett looked up. 
 
    “Oh, good morning. Can I help you with something?” 
 
    “What is that?” Nick asked, pointing. 
 
    “This? A sketch I did for a field report. Rock art at a site on the other side of the state. From the local variation of the Mississippian culture.” 
 
    “Aren’t we a little far from Mississippi?” 
 
    “It’s named after the river, where the core of the culture was located. The culture spread over much of what is now the central United States. We’re at the western fringe, so we get some interesting local variations.” 
 
    “Do you have the photo you sketched that from?” 
 
    “Sure.” Bennett opened a folder on his computer and started looking through files. Nick hoped none of them contained any porn images. He wasn’t sure who would be more embarrassed. “Why the interest?” 
 
    “Oh, it looks like something I saw once.” 
 
    Bennett brought up a photo. It showed a boulder in the woods. Nick could see faint lines on it. 
 
    “Here’s a better one,” the archaeologist said, clicking on the next image. This was a close up, and Nick could see the outlines of the wolf, eroded with time but still fairly clear. Bennett moved to another image, where the incised lines had been filled with chalk. 
 
    It looked exactly like the stick sculptures Nick had seen in the woods. 
 
    After a moment, he managed to speak. 
 
    “Did this culture make more designs?” 
 
    “Oh, sure. The wolf was the most common, a symbol of hunting prowess. It was often prayed to for help in the hunt. The Mississippian culture had other petroglyphic symbols they commonly used. Deer, rabbits, the moon in various phases, abstract lines and patterns, human figures.” 
 
    “Do you have any images of the human figures?” 
 
    “Um, not from this site. I’ll email you a reference to a good book on the subject. It’s in the main library. I doubt any student has checked it out. Getting kids to read anything beyond the syllabus is well-nigh impossible these days. Are you working on something along these lines?” 
 
    “Um, I’m intrigued at the modern appropriation of ancient symbols, how they are used and altered.” 
 
    “Sounds like a good paper.” 
 
    Bennett’s words stung. Nick hadn’t published a paper in years, while the archaeologist came out with a paper or an excavation field report like clockwork once or twice a year. Nick didn’t know how Bennett managed to find the time between his teaching load and his pornography habit. The guy was single with no kids, though. Go figure. 
 
    “Glad to be of help,” Bennett said, extending a hand. Without thinking, Nick shook it. 
 
    Then realized what he had done. 
 
    “Gotta go. Bye.” 
 
    Nick rushed to the bathroom to wash his hands. 
 
    The rest of the day—his classes, his office hours, meeting with a graduate student who was working on her thesis—went by in a blur. 
 
    The wolf had been identical. An exact match. That couldn’t have been a coincidence. 
 
    Nick had to look at that book in the library. 
 
    When he did, he got some more surprises. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    CHAPTER FIVE 
 
      
 
   The wolf wasn’t the only match. Nick sat in the library’s main reading room, which had an ornate white domed ceiling whose base was decorated with busts of the great thinkers of the past. Those busts looked down on an almost empty room. Three or four professors, a scattering of graduate students. When Nick had gone to university, finding an empty seat in the library had been a struggle. Now this library stood all but abandoned, the rows of shelves neglected and dusty, the students reading eBooks and the Internet—if they read anything at all. 
 
    But the library was still a great resource for those who had the willingness to learn. The book Bennett had suggested turned out to be a goldmine—page after page of images of petroglyphs from the area, plus text on the period and analysis of its art. 
 
    The wolf was the most prominent symbol, carved into rock outcroppings all over the region. Nick also found a few pentagrams, although that was such a common symbol in all cultures, including the modern world, that the cat killer may not have gotten the idea from this ancient style of art. 
 
    The Devil’s head was more compelling. There were several examples of it carved into rocks during the Mississippian Period, which in this region dated from around 900 to 1500 AD. 
 
    The head looked exactly like the ones he had seen. That and the wolf made Nick feel sure that whoever had created those stick figures and killed those animals had looked at some of the ancient rock art, either in person or in a book. 
 
    Flipping through the well-worn pages, he tried in vain to find a parallel with the stick men. He saw some human figures on the rock art, but they were completely different. The bodies were rectangles, with squares for the heads and simple lines for the arms and legs. The stick figures had been made out of a cross and an X—a simple yet evocative way to create a human figure. Strange that the most common image that freak had made would be of his own invention. He certainly had the skill to reproduce the block figures that the ancient Native Americans had made. 
 
    Nick made the rounds of the library, gathering more books on the period, as well as books on animal symbolism in Native American mythology. 
 
    He had some research to do. That fired him up with an enthusiasm he hadn’t felt in ages. His idea for that spinoff article on Amazonian religious practices had been forgotten. 
 
    Before he left for home, Nick stopped at the library steps and called Sheriff Luke O’Connor. 
 
    It took a couple of tries to get him. 
 
    “Hello, Professor.” The sheriff’s voice finally came over the line. “Sorry for the wait. Busy day. Busted another meth lab. This one with some out-of-state scumbags in it. Just been processing them. How can I help you?” 
 
    “I was wondering if you went out to the site of the cat killing.” 
 
    “I did, only an hour after you visited. It was all gone.” 
 
    “Gone?” 
 
    “Somebody had come and taken the whole kit and kaboodle, just like the last time you went out there. You sure no one was out there watching you?” 
 
    “No one whom I saw,” Nick said, feeling a chill go through him. 
 
    “Well, nothing’s there now.” 
 
    “But there was, the sculptures and the cat, just like I said.” 
 
    “I believe you. I saw the pictures, remember? I also found the knife. Had to go through the underbrush with a metal detector. Had some prints on it, but I guess they’re yours.” 
 
    “Sorry.” 
 
    “Don’t fret about it.” 
 
    “So, what are you going to do?” 
 
    “Do?” 
 
    “Yeah, someone is going around killing animals and putting up occult signs. Doesn’t that bother you?” 
 
    “Look, Professor …” 
 
    “Upton. Nick Upton.” 
 
    “Right. Anyway, Professor, I got enough on my plate as it is. I got meth labs, I got bar fights, I got domestic abuse calls, I got town-and-gown troubles, and I got to testify at a murder trial later this week. Some nutcase cutting up kitties is the least of my worries.” 
 
    Nick started to object but the sheriff cut him off. 
 
    “I’ll look into it when I have the time, and I’ll keep my eye out for reports of a similar nature. I’m keeping this out of the press, though. This sort of stunt encourages copycats, and we don’t want that. Now, if you don’t mind, Professor, I need to get going.” 
 
    “All right, thanks for your help. Oh, one last question. What was that abandoned town?” 
 
    “Oh, the ruins? I don’t know. I heard the branch line that came through here closed way back in the Sixties. I guess a lot of little towns that had relied on the railway just sort of up and died. You go hunting?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Naw, I guess not. If you did, you’d find a bunch of those little towns along those tracks. A few have some buildings still standing, all overgrown and such. Local kids use some of them for parties.” 
 
    “So, they’re pretty well known.” 
 
    “To people tied to the area, yeah. Thanks for your help, Professor. Bye now.” 
 
    The sheriff hung up. Nick walked to his car, deep in thought. 
 
    Had the cat killer seen him a second time? If he had, he’d kept quiet, perhaps intimidated by the knife in Nick’s hand. The first time, when Nick had found the squirrel, the killer—if that was who it had been—had run off. Once the coast was clear, he (she? they?) had returned, cleaned up the area, and left a warning. 
 
    And then set up only a mile down the line. Hardly an effective way to hide if they had been worried about Nick returning. 
 
    Or maybe whoever put up those things wanted to be seen again? Then why make it all disappear once more? 
 
    That night, Nick stayed up long after both Cheryl and Elaine had gone to bed. The books didn’t help him as much as he had hoped. While he learned about various theories as to what the ancient rock art symbolized, he had no idea whether the person who had fashioned the same shapes out of sticks had intended for them to mean the same thing. Still, the act of researching fired up Nick. 
 
    The book on Native American mythology was especially interesting. Wolves played a big part in almost all recorded tribal beliefs. In this region, they were considered powerful totem animals, spirit guides who would offer bravery and assistance in the hunt and in war. Because they were pack animals, the Native Americans saw in them parallels to their own hunting and gathering bands. 
 
    Down in the desert Southwest, the Native Americans had a different view of their local wild canine, the coyote. He was a trickster god, sowing chaos while at the same time being partially responsible for the creation of the world. The Navajo also believed in skin-walkers, witches who could take on the shape of various animals, most commonly coyotes. They’d lay curses and attack lone travelers. Nick vaguely remembered watching a TV movie about skin-walkers, based on a novel by Tony Hillerman. He wondered if the cat killer had seen the same movie. 
 
    He found plenty of examples of wolves in ancient Native American art, too, painted on pottery and carved into or painted onto rocks. Archaeologists had numerous theories as to what these meant but mostly they had to make assumptions based on historical accounts of Native American tribes. The necessity of projecting those beliefs back several centuries made any theory highly debatable. 
 
    The next day, when he had a spare moment between classes, Nick checked the online version of the Republic Gazette. Like the sheriff said, the paper contained no mention of the slaughtered cat or weird symbols in the woods. Instead, there was a front-page story of the meth lab bust, complete with a picture of a smiling Sheriff O’Connor. 
 
    Nick scrolled through the pages, ending up at the classified ads. There he found two notices for missing cats and a notice for a missing dog. One of the cats was a mature tabby, like the one that had been slaughtered. Nick sent an email to the sheriff, informing him. 
 
    He then sat back in his office chair, musing about the person, or persons, who had done this thing. What were they up to? While on the surface it appeared to be just some twisted teenage rebellion, like an exaggerated version of the goths and metalheads who had infested his own high school, he couldn’t shake the feeling that something more was going on. The sculptures were too carefully done, the goading of the witness—himself—too deliberate. His initial suspicion that it was a group of wannabe Satanists seemed too pat, too obvious. 
 
    Nick wondered whether the choice of location was significant—a dead town, a crumbling railway station, the old tracks. Or perhaps it was just a convenient yet still isolated place. Had the animal sacrifice—if that indeed was what it was—been intended to be seen by someone before it was taken away? Had he inadvertently become part of this twisted ritual? 
 
    The following day was his easy day. He had no afternoon classes and could slip away to the Jackson County Historical Society, located in the basement of the underused municipal library. Nick had never been down there. After descending a flight of stairs, he passed through a wooden door that needed a paint job and entered a small room with a few tables and several rows of bookshelves. An even smaller room beyond an open doorway contained a couple of microfilm machines and some file cabinets. An old lady with a perm sat behind a desk, studying him through horn-rimmed glasses. She wasn’t reading, just sitting. Nick noticed they were the only two people there. 
 
    “May I help you?” she asked. It came out almost as a challenge. 
 
    “Yes, I’m looking for information on the towns that used to be along the old railway.” 
 
    “Oh, yes, we have all sorts of information on that.” She stood and hobbled over to the bookshelves. “Did one of your ancestors work on the railroad?” 
 
    “Not that I know of,” he replied, following her. 
 
    “Most people who come down here are researching their genealogy. They have ties to the community,” the woman said. 
 
    “I’m from out of state.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    The old woman pulled down a book with gnarled, arthritic fingers and handed it to him. The title was Railway Memories of Jackson County, written in a simple font above a bad hand-drawing of a train on the cover. The book looked self-published. Then the woman went to a case and pulled out a map. Spreading it out on the table, she ran her finger along a railway line that traversed a map of a much smaller version of Republic. Nick looked at the date—1908. 
 
    He found the campus, also much smaller, and the main street beside it. Where the new campus now was, the map showed private homes. 
 
    “So, this neighborhood was demolished for the university expansion in the Seventies?” he asked. 
 
    The librarian got a pinched-faced look, like she was sucking on a lemon. “That’s right. It was a forced buyout on very unfavorable terms. My uncle lost the house he was born in. His father, my great-uncle, had also been born in that house, as were his two sisters, my great-aunts. That’s the one right there.” 
 
    She pointed to a little dot on the map. Nick guessed from the location that it was probably where the flashy new Biosciences building stood. 
 
    “That’s a pity,” Nick said. 
 
    “It was more than a pity; it was a crying shame. But the university chancellor had the ear of all those big shots in the state capital and got his way. The university always gets its way.” 
 
    Nick was no longer listening. He traced the railway, which had once run along the edge of the main road before taking a sharp turn and heading out of town. That was where the modern trail had started. The portion where the tracks ran parallel to the road must have been removed or buried when the road was expanded from two lanes to four. 
 
    He traced the route with his finger and found a cluster of buildings where he had seen the ruins. Unlike today, when a highway ran less than a mile away and a housing development was only half a mile away, back then the town had been isolated. Only a couple of paths connected it to the outside world. One led to Republic and the other ran off the edge of the map. Nick saw no name and no railway station. 
 
    “What was this?” he asked. 
 
    “Oh, that was the nig—the black part of town.” 
 
    Nick glanced up at her, then away. 
 
    “Did this neighborhood have a name?” 
 
    “I suppose they called it something.” 
 
    “Do you have any maps on a larger scale?” 
 
    “Certainly.” 
 
    She produced another one, and Nick could trace the railway going both ways out of town. He found several villages dotting its route, some with names, some without. This map dated to 1940 and it indicated that a station had existed in the unnamed settlement that Nick had visited. 
 
    He paid for photocopies of both maps and sat down to read the local history. It was full of typos and amateurish drawings but also plenty of interesting anecdotes from various contributors. There was a lot about working on the railroad in those days, the track being laid in 1887 and abandoned in 1964, plus some nostalgic laments about the vanished communities that had sprung up along its route. There was nothing about the black village near Republic. In fact, it was an entirely white history. 
 
    “Would you like to look in the vertical file of newspaper and magazine clippings?” asked the librarian. 
 
    “I think this is fine for today.” 
 
    The maps were the most useful. He could compare them with Google Earth and try to find the locations where the ruins would be nowadays. With luck, some would still be standing. Perhaps the cat killer had a penchant for abandoned villages. 
 
    Nick knew what he’d be doing Saturday morning. 
 
    ♦ ♦ ♦ 
 
    The village of Mason was just where he thought it would be. The old map indicated it was five miles west of Republic—far enough in the horse-and-buggy days to feel like a separate community instead of an outlying district. It was the next closest settlement along the railway, besides the black neighborhood whose name the cartographers hadn’t bothered to record. The book had made brief mention of Mason, a town founded in the early settler days as little more than a crossroads and a general store. When the railway came through, that general store had become the loading point for agricultural goods and the town blossomed. It reached a population of a whopping two hundred before the railway was discontinued. There was no record of when the last person died or left but it was unincorporated in 1980. 
 
    Using the map and Google Earth, Nick had figured out that it was near the end of a dirt road off a county road a couple miles from the interstate. He had told Cheryl, already buried in work in her home office, that he was going “out” for the morning and he let her assume that he was doing his usual jog and visit to the department. Instead, he found that county road, drove it to its end, and then drove slowly down the dirt road, the bottom of his Ford scraping at times against the rills in the rutted, poorly maintained surface. Young trees grew close to either side. 
 
    He hadn’t passed a farm in over a mile when he came to a moldering wooden house on his left. It looked like it had once been a prosperous home, its two stories now almost overgrown with vines. The porch was warped. In spots, plants were actually growing through gaps in the floorboards. The doorless entrance and the windows, all without glass, were black rectangles, revealing nothing of what lay within. 
 
    The front yard was too overgrown and Nick couldn’t find any other place to pull off, so he simply got as close to the edge of the one-lane road as he could and parked. It wasn’t like anyone else would be driving along there. 
 
    Cicadas hummed and the sun felt unseasonably strong as he stepped out of the car. He estimated that the dirt track on which he stood was one of the original roads that had created the crossroads, but he didn’t see the other road. No doubt, it had fallen into disuse and had been covered with new growth, much like that settlement closer to town. 
 
    Nick stood by his car, staring at the farmhouse for a minute. He saw no sign that the animal killer had been here. But perhaps this was too obvious a place, too plainly in sight. 
 
    Pushing through high grass and bushes, he entered the darker, cooler shade of the forest and spotted the settlement almost immediately. Beyond the farmhouse stood a couple of outbuildings, one a collapsed heap, the other listing to the side like a drunk who had lost his way home. Farther in, through the dim light of the forest to which his eyes were just beginning to adjust, he could see the remains of more buildings. 
 
    He walked among them. They were better preserved, perhaps better made and newer than the old black neighborhood of Republic. Nick was amazed at how quickly it had all been covered up. He hadn’t been able to see any of this from Google Earth. In just four decades, perhaps a bit longer, trees and bushes had taken over to the point that what had once been a village was now just a few sad ruins in the forest. 
 
    None were as well preserved as the house on the main road. Nick chuckled as he found himself thinking of it as the “main road,” but it had once been exactly that. 
 
    He spotted another house in decent shape. It was a tidy, two-story wooden farmhouse like the last, standing by a clearer area in the forest that he recognized as the remains of the other road. He wondered why that had been allowed to grow over and not a stretch of the other one. Maybe the farmhouse he had parked in front of had been the last to be lived in, its road maintained for a time. 
 
    Yet who was keeping it up now? The house had been abandoned for years but that road, despite its sad shape, wasn’t overgrown. Who used this area, and for what? 
 
    That question dogged him as he approached the second house. Like with the first, trees crowded close around it. The porch roof sagged, its two wooden columns having fallen away. On the left-hand side of the house, marigolds bloomed in wild profusion. To the right, Nick recognized cabbages and beet root. Some farmer’s wife had planted these long ago and still they grew. 
 
    He was just stepping onto the relatively bare patch of the road, its surface noticeably firmer than the forest floor, when he heard a metallic click behind him. 
 
    Nick froze. 
 
    “What the fuck are you doing here?” a rough voice demanded. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    CHAPTER SIX 
 
      
 
   Slowly, his back tense and his knees watery, Nick raised his hands. 
 
    “That’s right, buddy, you put those hands in the air if you don’t want a double load of buckshot in your back. Now turn around slow so I can get a good look at you before I call the cops.” 
 
    “I’m not a criminal,” Nick said, embarrassed at how his voice came out in a high-pitched squeak. 
 
    “You’re trespassing. That makes you a criminal, don’t it?” 
 
    Nick turned and saw a man in filthy jeans and a wifebeater t-shirt that exposed an American flag tattoo on one skinny arm. The man was lanky but gave the impression of strength. He looked about thirty-five or so, with a thin, angular face made more youthful by the inadequate fuzz of a moustache. His had prominent ears, a buzz cut of brown hair, and suspicious brown eyes that didn’t stray from Nick for an instant. In his hands he gripped a double-barreled shotgun. The twin barrels stared at Nick like a pair of dark eyes. 
 
    “I was just out for a walk,” Nick said, realizing how lame his words sounded. 
 
    “Just out for a walk, huh? Turn out your pockets.” 
 
    Nick did as he was told, producing his wallet and a set of car keys. 
 
    “I have about a hundred dollars in here. You’re welcome to it. Just let me go and I won’t tell anyone.” 
 
    The local glared at him. “You think I’m going to rob you?” 
 
    “No! Um, not at all. I didn’t mean to insult you.” 
 
    “What’s with the camera?” asked the man, gesturing with his gun. 
 
    Nick tensed. For a second there he’d thought the guy was going to pull the trigger. 
 
    “I was going to take photographs of this old town. I’m a professor at Republic University. I’m interested in these old towns.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Why not? Can’t I be interested in something for its own sake?” 
 
    Nick was appalled by his tone. But he had dealt with indifference for years from clueless undergrads who went to college only so they could party off their parents’ money for another four years. He was sick of his lifelong pursuit of knowledge being dismissed. 
 
    Now’s not the time to make a stand, idiot. 
 
    The man with the shotgun shook his head and grinned. Nick had expected to see a ruin of snaggly teeth and gaps, but the man’s teeth actually looked pretty healthy. 
 
    “Fucking eggheads. So damn smart and they waste their time wandering around abandoned houses. If you’re so smart, why don’t you figure out how to make pesticides that don’t cause cancer or how to keep Mexico from taking our jobs?” 
 
    “Can I put my hands down?” Nick asked. 
 
    “Sure thing, egghead.” 
 
    Slowly, Nick lowered his hands, then put his wallet and keys back in his pockets. The man pointed the shotgun at the ground. 
 
    “You live around here?” Nick asked. 
 
    “In a trailer just up the road. Saw you come in and thought you were a troublemaker.” 
 
    “You had trouble around here?” 
 
    “Yeah, some group of weirdos was here last week doing fucked-up shit in the old town.” 
 
    Nick’s heart leaped. “Did they kill an animal and hang up some figures made of sticks?” 
 
    The gunman’s eyes widened. “How you know?” 
 
    “Because they did the same thing closer to town, at the end of the jogging trail that runs out of Republic. They mutilated a squirrel and hung up a bunch of stick figures. When I went back the next day, the stuff was gone and another animal, a cat, had been killed a little farther into the woods. I took some pictures.” 
 
    The local cocked his head. 
 
    “You the law?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Reporter?” 
 
    “No. I’m a professor, like I said.” Nick pulled out his university ID and showed it to him. 
 
    “Nicholas Upton, Professor of Anth-Anth …” 
 
    “Anthropology.” 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “The study of people.” 
 
    “You’re a doctor?” 
 
    “Not that kind of doctor. I study cultures around the world.” 
 
    “The university pays you a fat salary to run around the woods studying weirdos who cut up animals for kicks?” 
 
    “Not exactly. What’s your name, by the way?” 
 
    “Clayton. Clayton Miller.” 
 
    “Pleased to meet you.” Nick extended a hand. 
 
    Clayton shouldered his gun and shook it. 
 
    “So, tell me what happened here,” Nick said. 
 
    “Oh, it happened last week. Monday, I guess it was.” 
 
    “The day after I found the cat.” 
 
    “Yeah, except it was a dog.” 
 
    Nick’s stomach turned. “A dog?” 
 
    Clayton looked hurt. “Yeah, a nice golden retriever. Cut his belly right open and cut off all his paws, too. How can somebody do that?” 
 
    Nick shook his head. “I don’t know. They did the same to the squirrel and the cat. Where did it happen?” 
 
    “The dog was laid out on that porch over there, and there were all these weird stick figures hanging from the trees right where we’re standing. That’s why I thought you were one of them. The night before, I heard a couple of cars pass the trailer. I didn’t pay it much mind. Sometimes kids come down here to get high or fuck. They never bother me. They just want to be left alone, same as me. Well, the next afternoon I came on down here to clean up.” 
 
    “Clean up?” 
 
    “Yeah, they always leave beer cans and rubbers and stuff scattered all around. It’s disrespectful. These were people’s homes. There’s a little private graveyard a bit farther in. People should leave this place alone. Well, anyway, I came down here and I saw the dog and all those sculptures. Nearly shit my pants. Some damn Satanist coven summoning the Devil not a mile from where me and the little lady were sleeping. So, I took down one of them stick men to show Trisha—that’s my little lady—and ran back to the trailer.” 
 
    “Did you call the police?” 
 
    “We don’t like the law ‘round here. We handle our own affairs.” 
 
    “But you were going to call the cops on me.” 
 
    Clayton grinned. “Because you’re a townie boy. Townie boys are always afraid of the law.” 
 
    “I see,” Nick said. He turned and studied the house. Clayton gestured toward it and they began to walk. 
 
    “Just as I was showing her that stick man thing, I see two cars pass right on by, heading this way. Trisha freaked out. I grabbed my gun, but she wanted me to stay put. Like hell I would. I was going to drive them off. So, I had her get the spare .22 and lock the trailer up tight. Then I went after the motherfuckers.” 
 
    “I would have called the police.” 
 
    “It would have taken them at least half an hour to get out here and by then we could have all been sacrificed to Satan. Naw, I needed to get this done my own self. I wanted to get the jump on them, so I didn’t use the pickup. Instead, I cut across the field and snuck through these woods here. That was a mistake. Gave them too much time. I figured they would be out here for a while doing their coven thing but really they just came out here to clean up.” 
 
    “Like they did near Republic.” 
 
    Nick and Clayton reached the house. At one corner of the porch, a dark stain mottled the warped boards. Nick’s mouth went dry. 
 
    Clayton nodded. “By the time I got here, they were pulling out. Two cars. One a red Lexus and the other, the one in front, some gray four-door. Didn’t get a good look at it. And before you ask, no, I didn’t get a license plate for either of them.” 
 
    “And everything had been taken away.” 
 
    “That’s right. The dog was right here. Must have taken it with them because I searched all around and couldn’t see or smell a thing. Didn’t bury it, neither. I would have seen that.” 
 
    “And they never came back?” 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    “That’s strange because they went to the ruins near Republic at least two days in a row. Maybe they were here earlier?” 
 
    “I would have heard them if they passed by at night. Gets pretty quiet at night around here.” 
 
    “But you must go out sometimes.” 
 
    “Yeah, sometimes. They could have slipped by. But we didn’t go out the night before they showed up. If they had come, we would have known.” 
 
    They had started walking back to the road. 
 
    “You said you got pictures?” Clayton asked. 
 
    “Yeah, I’ll show them to you.” 
 
    “Give me a lift back. We’ll crack a couple.” 
 
    Nick wasn’t sure what he meant. He didn’t really want someone like Clayton in his car, but he didn’t have the guts to say no. 
 
    They got to the car and Clayton gave him directions. They went to the intersection with the county road and Clayton pointed at a narrow track that Nick hadn’t noticed before. He pulled into it and just ten yards beyond, at the edge of a field, stood a beat-up old trailer. A thick screen of trees and bushes hid it from both roads. Nick wondered why Clayton was living all the way out there. It seemed more like hiding. 
 
    Nick parked next to an old pickup truck with a bumper sticker that said “Don’t like my driving? Call 1 800 EAT SHIT” and cut the engine. Just as he did, a curtain twitched. Clayton got out and waved. 
 
    The door opened and a thin, big-breasted girl who couldn’t have been over eighteen came out, her blonde hair bouncing on bare shoulders. She wore a halter top and cutoff jeans, both so tight Nick could see every curve and line of her body. 
 
    “Oh, honey, you scared the shit out of me!” she said. She ran down the three steps from the front door and flew into Clayton’s arms. 
 
    “Don’t worry, baby, it wasn’t them.” 
 
    She turned to look at Nick with a child’s open curiosity. 
 
    “Who’s this?” 
 
    “I’m Nick Upton. Pleased to meet you.” 
 
    “A brainiac from the university,” Clayton said. “Nick, meet Trisha.” Clayton turned toward the girl. “He saw some of them stick figures and dead animals in another old town and came to find some more.” 
 
    Trisha got a guarded look on her face. Nick hurried to reassure her. 
 
    “I want to stop whoever is doing this. They killed a cat near where I live. I don’t want them to move on to killing people.” 
 
    Nick wasn’t sure they would, but he felt he had to explain his curiosity somehow. 
 
    “Get us a couple, would you?” Clayton asked, moving for the door. Trisha hurried ahead of them. 
 
    They entered the trailer. It had a small living room, most of which was taken up by an old easy chair and a lumpy sofa facing a large flat-screen TV. A tiny kitchen stood to one side. Open doors on the other side led to a small bedroom and bathroom. A double bed took up almost the entire bedroom, the thin strip of floor around it covered with rumpled clothes and stuffed animals. The bathroom gave off a septic funk. 
 
    “Take a seat,” Clayton said. 
 
    Nick picked the sofa because it looked slightly less dirty than the easy chair. He sank into it, his knees jutting up. 
 
    “You got utilities out here?” Nick asked. 
 
    “Water is from a well. We’re at the end of the line for electricity. Crap reception on the TV.” 
 
    “It’s as boring as fuck,” Trisha said, opening the fridge and pulling out two cans of Budweiser. Nick tried to keep a poker face. He had always hated lagers, especially cheap, mass-produced ones. 
 
    Trisha handed a can to each man, then got another for herself. Clayton took a swig of the beer. 
 
    “Check this out,” he said, and reached behind the sofa. He pulled out a stick sculpture. It was one of the human figures. 
 
    “That’s just like the ones I saw,” Nick said. 
 
    “Put it away. It gives me the creeps,” Trisha said, hugging herself. 
 
    “It’s pretty freaky all right,” Clayton agreed. 
 
    “It’s Devil stuff. We shouldn’t have it in the house.” 
 
    “Aw, it ain’t gonna hurt us. It’s just some sticks tied together.” Clayton turned to Nick. “Trisha was raised Evangelical. Her family and I don’t exactly see eye to eye about her shacking up with me.” 
 
    Nick didn’t know what to say to that, so he took a sip of his drink. He wondered if Trisha was of legal age. He didn’t even know what the age of consent was in this state. Probably low. Lower if it was your cousin. 
 
    “You said you got some pictures?” Clayton asked. 
 
    “Yes. Let me show you,” Nick replied, glad to have an excuse to put down the cheap beer. 
 
    He switched on the camera and turned the screen so Clayton could see. Trisha turned her back and walked into the bedroom. 
 
    “Whoa!” Clayton said as Nick scrolled through the pictures. “Yeah, these are the same guys, all right. Trisha, come see this.” 
 
    “No! We shouldn’t be messing with that stuff.” 
 
    “Aw, crap. Poor cat.” 
 
    “They killed a kitty?” Trisha moaned from the bedroom. 
 
    “‘Fraid they did, baby. The same way they killed that dog.” Clayton looked at Nick. “We gotta stop these sick motherfuckers.” 
 
    “I already talked with the sheriff, but he was more interested in busting meth labs.” 
 
    Clayton shook his head. “Typical. The cops do something only after the crime’s already happened. They’re like garbage men with guns. Just there to clean up the mess.” 
 
    Nick’s brow furrowed. “I’m concerned that these people have been doing this for a while now. If we’ve both seen them, who knows how many other places they’ve done this. It’s strange, though. They always seem to do it in old ruins. That’s how I found this place. And they never do it too far from civilization. This county has plenty of isolated fields and thick woods. They could easily avoid detection if they wanted to.” 
 
    “You mean they want to get caught?” 
 
    “Not necessarily. I think they want to be seen.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    Nick shrugged. 
 
    Clayton snickered. “Come on, you’re the professor. Ain’t you supposed to know everything?” 
 
    “I never studied dog mutilation in graduate school.” 
 
    “Can you two please stop?” Trisha called from the bedroom. 
 
    Clayton ignored her. “Skipped that class, huh? Wanted to get some of that pretty university pussy.” 
 
    Nick grinned. “It was fun while it lasted. Now I’m married. As for your question, if I had to make a guess, I would say that being witnessed was an integral part of the ritual. In many cultures, magical rituals happen in front of the gathered village. They’re given more power that way, and act as lessons or warnings to the community. I’ve studied magical rituals in Peru, Brazil, and various parts of the United States. Most rituals had audiences.” 
 
    Clayton cocked his head. “Yeah, that makes sense, I guess. Tell you what. I’ve talked to some of the other boys down at the feed mill. You know, there’s old ruins and graveyards all over this county, and some of the boys live pretty close to them. I told them to keep their eyes open. Give me your number and I’ll call you if I hear anything. You do the same.” 
 
    “Um, sure.” 
 
    They traded phone numbers. Nick didn’t really want to give this white trash his number but what was going on in the woods intrigued him, especially now that he had learned it was a group of people. That moved it from being the actions of some solitary unhinged individual to the belief system of a group, maybe even a subculture. 
 
    In the estimation of cultural anthropology, it had just become worthy of study. 
 
    They chatted for a while longer. Once Nick managed to finish his beer, he excused himself, saying he had to get back home. The stink of the bathroom and the alluring sight of Trisha sprawled out on the bed, obviously waiting for Clayton to join her, made him uncomfortable. That and the fact that he had nothing in common with these people. 
 
    “Sure you don’t want another beer?” Clayton asked. 
 
    “No, I better be going.” 
 
    “Don’t go poking around the woods no more,” Trisha called from the bedroom. “You’re liable to get hurt.” 
 
    Clayton winked at Nick, then called into the bedroom. “Oh, there’ll be some poking going on, baby, just as soon as the professor leaves. But don’t worry none. I won’t hurt you.” 
 
    Nick smiled. “That’s my cue to leave.” 
 
    Clayton waved as he closed the door. “Adios, amigo, as the wetbacks say.” 
 
    Nick got in his car, turned on the engine, and let out a sigh of relief. 
 
    “Yeee-haw!” he said to himself as he got onto the county road. “I hope I didn’t get bedbugs from that couch. Ah well, it’s over. It’s not like his inbred friends are going to spot the cultists. That’s the last I’ll ever hear from him.” 
 
    Three days later, he did. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    CHAPTER SEVEN 
 
      
 
   The call came at eleven at night, just as Cheryl was going to bed. Elaine was already asleep. Nick sat alone on the sofa, reading a book about modern cults. 
 
    “Hey brainiac, it’s Clayton. You up for some night hunting?” 
 
    Nick leaped to his feet. 
 
    “Where?” 
 
    “Interstate, Exit 27. Cut right on the access road and you’ll see a country store. My friend lives in a trailer behind it. There’s an old road that heads off the access road into the woods, where one of them abandoned towns is. He saw that red Lexus and a gray four-door Nissan head down it.” 
 
    “When?” Nick was pulling on his shoes. 
 
    “Five minutes ago. If we hustle, we’ll get ‘em. I’m just getting in the truck. Poor Trisha had a shit fit or I’d be on the interstate by now.” 
 
    “I’m coming.” 
 
    “Bring your gun,” Clayton said. 
 
    He hung up. Cheryl appeared at the top of the stairs. 
 
    “What’s going on?” 
 
    “A friend. He’s having car trouble way out on the interstate. I’ll be back in an hour or so.” 
 
    “Oh. All right,” she said, turning away. “Be quiet coming in. I have an early day tomorrow.” 
 
    Nick felt a pang of guilt for lying to her, but he knew that if he told Cheryl the truth, she would throw a “shit fit” just like Trisha had. It would be a far more mature and logical shit fit but that was the danger. He didn’t want to be delayed by having to spend time justifying his actions. 
 
    He couldn’t even justify them to himself. He only knew that he was more excited than he had been in far too long. 
 
    He thought about that fact as he hopped into the car and headed for the interstate. He used to be an adventurer, what he liked to call a “low-level adrenaline junky.” While some people got off on bungee jumping or taking ecstasy at raves, Nick liked the slower-release thrill of hanging out in remote villages in the Amazon rainforest or learning Voudon rituals from fifth-generation practitioners in the Louisiana bayou. He loved getting out of his comfort zone. He loved discovering the unknown. At least he used to. Now he felt uncomfortable sitting in a trailer with a friendly member of the working class. What had happened to him? 
 
    Career worries. Middle age. Parenting. All the usual stuff. He had let himself slip, just like all those regular people to whom he had always thought himself a bit superior. How banal. 
 
    Nick sped down the highway in the fast lane until he found the exit. He felt a prickle of anticipation as he turned onto the access road and saw a low wooden building a little ahead of him. No lights were on, but he recognized Clayton’s pickup parked beside another pickup out front. A large sign, which would have been visible from the highway if lit, read, “Republic Food, Antiques & Book Emporium.” 
 
    “I’ll have to teach this bozo about the Oxford comma,” Nick muttered as he switched off his headlights and parked next to Clayton’s pickup. As he got out, Nick saw Clayton open the shop’s front door and gesture for him to come inside. 
 
    “Where’s your gun?” Clayton whispered as Nick approached the door. 
 
    “I don’t own a gun,” Nick admitted. 
 
    Clayton snorted. They both entered the store, which was dimly lit by an emergency exit sign. No other lights shone. At one end ran a counter bearing a coffee machine and a rotisserie for hot dogs. A glass-fronted fridge was stocked with drinks. A couple of aisles contained more items that Nick couldn’t make out in the dark. A second room lay beyond that, but it was swathed in shadow. 
 
    Another man appeared out of the shadows. He looked about fifty, tall and hefty with a jowly, rectangular face beneath a grimy John Deere cap. The red light from the emergency exit sign gleamed off a pistol in a belt holster. 
 
    “You must be the professor,” said the man in a low voice, giving Nick a firm handshake. “I’m Matt Guthrie.” 
 
    “Pleased to meet you. Why are we whispering? Are they close?” 
 
    Clayton and Matt chuckled. 
 
    “Not sure why we’re whispering, actually,” Matt said in a normal tone. “They’re a good half mile down the road.” 
 
    “Guess we’re just getting caught up in the excitement,” Clayton said and laughed. 
 
    “So, what’s the plan?” Nick asked. 
 
    “They went down an old dirt road that passes right beside the shop and ends half a mile into the woods,” said Matt. “Now that you’re here, we’re going to block off that road where it enters the trees. It’s pretty narrow. I don’t have anything too heavy, but this folding table should slow them down enough for us to catch them if they make a run for it.” He indicated a long table stacked with t-shirts. “Once we got that in place, we’ll sneak up on them and try to get the drop on them.” 
 
    “Let’s get a move on,” Clayton said. “I don’t want to give them time to cut up another dog or cat. Fucking sickos.” 
 
    “Wouldn’t it be quicker to block the lane with one of our vehicles?” Nick suggested. 
 
    Matt shook his head, his eyes shaded under his cap. “Too noisy. Even if we put it in neutral and pushed it, they’d hear it if they’re not too far in the woods.” 
 
    “They won’t be,” Nick said. “They always stay close to civilization so their work can be seen. And I want to see it. Let’s sneak up on them. I’m curious to find out what kind of ritual they’re doing.” 
 
    “Right. Clayton said you were an expert on the occult.” 
 
    Nick decided not to correct them except for saying, “I’m not a pagan or anything like that.” 
 
    “I know.” Matt nodded. “More like a witch hunter. That’s what we need.” 
 
    A witch hunter? Clayton must have drunk a lot of that Budweiser. 
 
    Without another word, Matt opened the door. Clayton picked up his shotgun from where it had been leaning against a wall and slung it on his back. The three of them removed all the t-shirts from the table, folded the table’s legs, and carried it out to the parking lot. Matt took the lead, and together they trotted down a dirt road. 
 
    The sky had a thin covering of clouds. The moon, which was a little less than half-full, shone a diffuse light across the sky, turning it a pale gray. Nick couldn’t see far. The dirt road was a faint track, the grass and bushes on either side only vague shapes. The forest loomed ahead like a jagged shadow, utterly black. 
 
    Suddenly, Nick was struck by how stupid this all was. What was he doing, running around with two hicks looking for a band of Satanists or whatever they were? And they were going to stop them with a table? Get real! Why didn’t they just call the cops? 
 
    More importantly, why hadn’t that been his first reaction? 
 
    It didn’t take a genius to figure out, Nick thought as he realized that he was grinning. This was the most excitement he’d had in this dull town for longer than he could remember. Sure, it was stupid, but it was an adventure. And if things went well, he’d get an inside view of a contemporary rural religion. It would give him something to talk about at the annual meeting of the American Anthropological Association the next time someone ribbed him for living out in the sticks. 
 
    “Let’s try to avoid gunplay,” Nick whispered. 
 
    “I ain’t looking to shoot no one but if they come gunning at me, I’ll blow their fucking heads off,” Clayton said. 
 
    “The professor is right,” Matt said. “We’ll try to do this nice and peaceful. Less trouble with the law once we capture them.” 
 
    Those last words made Nick’s heart shiver. He’d been so caught up in the moment, he hadn’t really thought about the fact that they would have to confront these people. Matt had seen two cars. That could mean two people or eight people. Maybe more. What if they were armed? What if they didn’t surrender at the first sight of Clayton’s shotgun and Matt’s pistol? 
 
    For the first time in his life, Nick regretted that he wasn’t a gun owner. 
 
    “If we’re outgunned, we shouldn’t try anything,” Nick husked. He was getting out of breath from the exertion. The table had felt light at first but now it felt like a lead weight. Its edge cut into his fingers. 
 
    They came to where the dirt road entered the woods. The lane was barely wide enough for a car to pass. Matt led them to a spot where a boulder stood on one side of the lane and a large tree on the other. Nick thought he could see the reflection of moonlight on a windshield a little farther on. Distant voices floated through the darkness to them. 
 
    They set up the table, Nick wincing as the legs clicked into place, each one sounding horribly loud in the night. Clayton picked up a couple of large stones lying by the side of the road and gently set them on top of the table, managing to not make much noise. Nick helped him load on a few more. 
 
    Once they were done, they paused. The voices continued as before. It didn’t sound as though anyone had heard them. Matt drew his pistol and motioned for them to follow. Clayton, gripping his shotgun, gave Nick a friendly punch on the shoulder and they moved forward. 
 
    While they tried to make as little noise as possible, Nick agonized over every scrape of a boot on dirt, every clatter of a pebble underfoot. While the rational part of his mind reassured him that these sounds were barely audible, his muscles tensed and sweat trickled down his forehead. 
 
    Then he found something more important to worry about. 
 
    The two cars became visible up ahead, parked one behind the other in the middle of the lane. Not far beyond, the road petered out into grass and then bushes. Nick figured it was yet another old road that had fallen into disuse. This entire region seemed to be made up of layers of different eras, the older ones fading with the years but never disappearing entirely. 
 
    Ahead and to their right came the sound of voices. Nick couldn’t judge how far they were, just that they came to his ears soft and muffled, so that he couldn’t pick out any words. 
 
    They stopped and stared into the blackness of the woods. Nick wondered if Clayton and Matt felt the same fear he did. 
 
    A little flame lit up in the direction of the voices. It floated between the trees like a will o’ wisp before another flame was lit. Nick could just make out that it was a candle. The flame bobbed away, winking in and out of sight as its bearer moved behind tress and underbrush. The figure lit another candle, and then another. 
 
    After a minute, a dozen candles had been lit, and Nick and his companions could see them—eight figures wearing red robes, their faces hidden by cowls. As Nick had predicted, they weren’t far from the road, perhaps fifty yards at most. 
 
    Nick moved forward, his curiosity overcoming his fear. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    CHAPTER EIGHT 
 
      
 
   Nick moved painfully slowly, squinting in the almost nonexistent light to make sure each step made as little noise as possible. He was aware of Clayton and Matt flanking him, but he had eyes only for his path. All it would take was one twig snapping underfoot and the cultists would hear them. Every few steps, he stopped and watched the gathering in the woods. 
 
    The figures moved around the edges of a small clearing, looking confident. They didn’t try to silence their footsteps, and the noise they made helped mask the approach of Nick and his companions. They seemed to be going from tree to tree and lifting their arms. 
 
    Once he was a little closer, Nick saw why. 
 
    They were hanging the stick sculptures. In the faint candlelight, Nick could just make out the thin forms of men and dogs, a pentagram and horned heads. The cultists hung them near candles so they would be more visible. The candles were set on flat stones, or on tree stumps or in the boles of trees. Each was inside a glass to protect the flame from the breeze. 
 
    Nick’s brow furrowed. He didn’t recall finding any candles or wax at the sites he visited, and Clayton hadn’t mentioned that, either. Was this something new? Was this cult still developing its rituals? 
 
    After taking a few more steps to get a better view, Nick stopped, prompting the other two to do the same. 
 
    Matt nudged him and shrugged. Nick made a calming gesture with his hand. He wanted to see this. 
 
    He counted eight of them. They picked the sculptures, one by one, out of a large sports bag. The bright orange bag with its familiar Nike swoosh looked outlandish in such a scene. If it weren’t there, the robed figures, strange art, and candles could have been from anywhere, any time. Medieval Europe, perhaps, or Colonial America. Or something even earlier, something timeless. 
 
    A movement beyond the cultists caught Nick’s attention. In the shadows past the reach of the candlelight, he could faintly make out the form of a dog. It stood still, perhaps drugged, perhaps simply confused. Nick supposed it was tied to a tree. The cultists ignored it for the moment. 
 
    The cultists no longer spoke. Nick suspected that the lighting of the candles and hanging of the stick figures counted as the first phase of the ritual. The cultists moved in reverent silence, not speaking to one another and obviously distributing the sculptures according to some prearranged plan. This supposition was confirmed when one of the cultists moved to hang a horned head on a branch and another raised a hand, pointing to a tree beyond. The first cultist moved to the tree indicated. 
 
    Nick’s heart leapt. So, this really was an organized religion, not just some kids partying in the woods and shocking their Bible Belt neighbors. He’d stumbled on an anthropological gold mine! 
 
    But who were they? He could see nothing of them. The robes hung down to their feet, trailing on the forest floor. He couldn’t see their faces any more than he could see their bodies. All he could see was their hands. From those and their movements, he got the impression that they were young, and their hands showed that all of them were white. That last part was hardly surprising. Most people in this county, students and locals, were white. 
 
    The cultists all gathered around the bag. They pulled out various sculptures in shapes that Nick didn’t recognize. One person pulled out some twine and a pair of scissors. Cutting several lengths of twine, he or she (Nick got the impression that it was a woman but couldn’t be sure) began tying the pieces together. 
 
    After a few minutes, they were done and they put up their masterpiece—a large bird with a wingspan of six feet. This they hung on a tree close to where the dog was tied. 
 
    One of the figures moved the bag out of the way and all the cultists formed a circle. 
 
    Slowly, silently, they raised their hands. Then, as one, they began a wordless chant. They sang in unison and had obviously practiced. The tones were low, from deep in the throat, occasionally rising to a higher pitch. The song reverberated strangely through the forest. Nick’s skin prickled. 
 
    Clayton nudged him. The guy’s eyes were wide, and despite the fact that he clutched a shotgun, he was obviously frightened. Clayton gestured for them to move forward and Matt nodded agreement. 
 
    Once again, Nick calmed his companions. He had to see more of this. 
 
    The chanting continued for another minute. Then the cultists lowered their hands and fell silent. After a long moment, one of their number reached into his robes and pulled out a Bowie knife. He raised it to the sky and intoned, 
 
    “Republic, we curse you. Jackson County, we curse you. America, we curse you.” 
 
    “Shall I bring the sacrifice?” asked another cultist, a woman, from the sound of her voice. She said these words not as a true question, but as part of a formula. 
 
    “Yes, bring the sacrifice.” 
 
    “Will the sacrifice be pleasing to the spirits of this land?” asked the female cultist. 
 
    “Yes,” replied the man with the knife. “It will be pleasing to them.” 
 
    The female cultist moved over to the dog in measured steps as the others began chanting in the same wordless tones as before. Nick could see that the dog was tied to a tree with a leather leash. It was a medium-sized Labrador Retriever, and it licked the woman’s hand as she untied its leash. 
 
    She led it to within the circle. The dog panted eagerly, unaware of its fate and glad to finally be getting some attention. 
 
    Another cultist moved to the Nike bag and pulled out a compact video camera. He or she got back into position and turned on the camera. 
 
    “To the spirits of the land, we give this sacrifice!” shouted the man with the knife. Two other figures stepped forward and grabbed the dog, which let out a pitiful yelp. 
 
    “That’s enough!” Clayton shouted. “Hold it right there!” 
 
    He strode forward, shotgun leveled. Matt did the same and brandished his pistol. 
 
    If they had been expecting the cultists to raise their hands and beg for mercy, they were soon disappointed. 
 
    The cultist with the camera swung to face Nick and his companions. The man with the knife grabbed the Labrador Retriever by the scruff of the neck and picked it up, using it as a shield as he held the knife to its throat. 
 
    “Back off or I’ll complete the sacrifice right now!” 
 
    “Let that dog go!” Clayton shouted. 
 
    With all eyes focused on the cultist with the dog, Nick and his companions didn’t notice two other cultists drawing pistols until it was too late. 
 
    The shots came almost at the same time, two sharp cracks that made Nick jump. Clayton’s shotgun roared, splintering a tree a few feet ahead of him. Matt fired twice but was running away as he did so. 
 
    Nick ran too. 
 
    A couple more shots cracked through the night air. Nick wasn’t sure who fired them, and he didn’t care; he just wanted out. At first, he ran for the road and the dubious safety of the country store, then realized that the cultists would chase them that way. He veered off to the left, into a darker part of the forest. 
 
    He didn’t get far. His foot hit a root and he fell flat on his face. 
 
    Nick lay there for a moment, stunned, then checked his ankle. It was sore but seemed all right. Just as he was about to rise, he heard rustling in the bushes nearby and froze. 
 
    The rustling passed. Nick hadn’t seen a thing. 
 
    He got into a crouch, trying to control his panicked breathing, afraid it would give away his position. He heard another boom of Clayton’s shotgun, and the sound of two cars starting. This was followed by a screech of tires. Headlights winked between the trees, followed by a loud crash and the crunch of glass. Nick got to his feet and stumbled back the way he had come. 
 
    The clearing was abandoned now. There was no sign of bodies from either side. 
 
    Except for the dog. 
 
    The Labrador Retriever lay on its side, a deep gash across its throat. Blood still trickled out of it, and a huge pool of dark liquid soaked its pelt and the soil around it. 
 
    Nick gagged. The sculptures hung all around him, twisting in the breeze. The Nike bag, the camera, and the weapons were all gone. 
 
    “Professor!” Matt called from the direction of the road. 
 
    Nick hurried to his voice, stumbling over another root and nearly falling again. The road was lit up by Clayton and Matt’s cell phones, both of which had their flashlights on. 
 
    “Did they get away?” Nick asked. 
 
    “Smashed right through that barrier we put up,” Matt said. He swung his flashlight in that direction. The table lay broken on the ground, the rocks scattered. Broken glass twinkled in the light. “Fucked up one of their cars, though, that’s for sure.” 
 
    “Is everyone all right?” Nick asked. 
 
    Clayton nodded. “Yeah, they were shit shots. Helped that we were well hid in the dark. Wish I could say we did better.” 
 
    Nick remembered Clayton blasting a tree right in front of him. He must have flinched from the sound of the cultists’ guns and messed up his aim. 
 
    “I wounded one,” Matt said. 
 
    “Aw, you didn’t hit shit,” Clayton said. 
 
    “At least I didn’t shoot a tree.” 
 
    “Shut up.” 
 
    Nick cut off their argument. 
 
    “They killed the dog.” 
 
    For a moment there was silence. Nick led them back to the clearing. 
 
    They surveyed the scene for a moment. Clayton cursed and kicked a tree stump. 
 
    “Sick motherfuckers!” he shouted. Nick noticed tears in his eyes. 
 
    Nick pulled out his phone but couldn’t get any coverage. 
 
    “Let’s get back to the store and call the police,” he said, trying to find a signal again. 
 
    Matt made a face and put a hand around Nick’s phone. “We can’t.” 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    CHAPTER NINE 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean, we can’t?” Nick asked. “We have physical evidence and three witnesses. I talked to the sheriff last week. He’s overworked but he’s a decent guy. He’ll listen. He has to listen. It’s his job.” 
 
    Clayton looked around the dark woods. The candles still burned but the shadows hemmed them in like a dark wall. 
 
    “Let’s get back to the store, huh? It’s safer there.” 
 
    “Yeah, there’s a landline at the store. I saw it,” Nick said. “We can call from there if I still can’t get a signal.” 
 
    The lack of agreement from Matt and Clayton confused him. What was going on with those two? 
 
    They walked down the dirt lane, stepping over the wreckage of the table and going back to the store. Everything looked normal, with no sign of the two cars except for a trail of glass fragments. It would be easy for the sheriff to track these guys. All he had to do was call all the auto repair places in the county and find out who had brought in either a red Lexus or a gray Nissan. 
 
    Matt closed and locked the door behind them but didn’t turn on the lights. After peering out the windows for a moment, he went to the refrigerator and pulled out three beers, handing them out. 
 
    They stood under the red light of the exit sign, taking their first sips in silence. 
 
    “So why can’t we call the cops?” Nick demanded. 
 
    Matt let out a sigh. “Look, bud. What I’m going to tell you doesn’t leave this room, all right?” 
 
    “Um …” 
 
    Matt looked at him closely. “All right?” 
 
    “Sure, sure. All right.” 
 
    “I got found guilty of tax dodging a while back. It was a hell of a mess, and it took me until this year to pay it off. At least I avoided jail time.” 
 
    “What does that have to do with this?” 
 
    “Tax evasion is a federal crime,” Clayton said. 
 
    Nick shrugged. “Yeah. Look, I’m not going to judge you—” 
 
    “People convicted of federal crimes can’t carry firearms,” Matt said. 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    The camera, Nick realized. Those cultists probably got footage of him, and he knows it. 
 
    “Wait a minute; so, we can’t get these guys arrested without you going to jail?” Nick couldn’t believe it. 
 
    Clayton took a sip of his beer. “For a genius, you’re a bit slow on the uptake.” 
 
    Nick threw his hands up. “So, what do we do?” 
 
    “Go after them ourselves,” Matt said. 
 
    Nick shook his head. “No. No way. You saw what they did to that dog. They’re crazy. We have to call the cops.” 
 
    “We can’t,” Clayton said. “Matt will go to federal prison. It’s a fucking weapons charge, Professor. He’ll do years.” 
 
    “Do you think they recognized you?” Nick asked Matt. 
 
    The shopkeeper nodded. “Probably. I bet they scope out places before they go to them. I get a fair bit of customers coming off the freeway, so I wouldn’t have recognized them even if I saw them without their hoods. They could come in any time and blow me away.” 
 
    “What are you going to do?” Clayton asked him. “I’d let you stay at my place, but I don’t have any room.” 
 
    “Don’t you worry none about that. I can stay at my cousin’s in Blue Springs. It’s a bit of a commute but I don’t see what else I can do.” 
 
    “You’re not going to keep the shop open, are you?” Nick asked. “They could come in any time, like you said. Wait for a time when no one else is in the store and slit your throat.” 
 
    Matt patted his pistol. “They’re welcome to try. I’ll blow the head off each and every one of those lowlifes, and I don’t care how much time I do.” 
 
    “That’s crazy. Close your shop for a while.” 
 
    “And how do I pay the bills? Even if I had all the money in the world, no bunch of freaks is moving me from my home.” 
 
    “You’re running a serious risk.” 
 
    Matt shrugged. “Well, I won’t be hanging around here tonight, that’s for damn sure.” 
 
    Nick had a sudden thought. “Every time they set up a ritual, they take it away as soon as possible, as if they want people to see the results, but they don’t want to leave evidence. Well, they got more than they asked for tonight.” 
 
    Clayton cut him off by whooping and raising his beer. Matt grinned and took a slug of his own drink. 
 
    “We sure scared the shit out of them, didn’t we?” Clayton asked. 
 
    “Sure did,” Nick said, although what he really wanted to point out was these two guys’ bad shooting. “But as I was saying, these cultists are going to come back to clean up. We should wait for them and try to arrest them.” 
 
    Matt studied him for a moment, then nodded. 
 
    “You’re right, Professor. I’ve got some energy drinks to go with the beer. We’ll stay up all night and wait for those motherfuckers. But I don’t think they’ll come through the way they did just now. They must figure that the people who attacked them will be watching from this shop. I bet they’ll park somewhere on the access road and sneak through the woods. We’ll have to wait out there. It’ll get a mite cold, but I’m up for it.” 
 
    “I’m up for it too,” Nick said. He thought of Cheryl asleep at home. “Oh, crap. I told my wife I was going out to help a friend and would be right back.” 
 
    Clayton shrugged. “Think of some other bullshit story.” 
 
    “My wife isn’t like Trisha. She’s a university professor. She’ll see right through me.” 
 
    Clayton socked his head. “You saying Trisha is dumb?” 
 
    “Well … um … no, I mean …” 
 
    Clayton laughed. “That’s all right, bud. Trisha ain’t the sharpest tool in the shed. Hot bod, though. But seriously, if your old lady is going to give you trouble, head on back. We’ll hold down the fort.” 
 
    Nick felt tempted but shook his head. He wanted to see this thing through, and he didn’t want to look like a coward. “No, I’ll stay with you.” 
 
    He pulled out his phone and texted Cheryl, knowing she wouldn’t see the message until the next morning. Those sleeping pills made her a sound sleeper. 
 
    “Hey Cheryl,” he wrote, “something came up and I won’t be back until the morning. I’m fine. I’ll explain when I see you. Love, Nick.” 
 
    Nick bit his lip as he pressed Send. How was he going to explain this? 
 
    He’d deal with that in the morning. In the meantime, he had to survive to see morning. 
 
    He shuddered, almost dropping the beer, his hand was shaking so much. 
 
    “You all right, Professor?” asked Matt. 
 
    “Never been shot at before,” he muttered. 
 
    Matt put a hand on his shoulder. “It’s a scary thing. No shame being all shook up about it.” 
 
    Nick looked at him. “You’ve been shot at?” 
 
    “Old fight. Long time ago. No one got hurt, thank God.” 
 
    Matt didn’t look like he wanted to elaborate, so Nick let it drop. 
 
    Clayton chuckled, draining the last of his beer. “I got shot at once, by accident. Almost made me stain my shorts, I tell you.” 
 
    “What happened?” Nick asked. 
 
    “Aw, not much. I was out in the woods just fucking around, collecting mushrooms and berries one summer a few years back. There I was, just minding my own business, when BLAM, a rifle goes off almost next to my fucking head. Took a big chunk out of the tree next to me. I hit the dirt, and then another rifle goes off not far from the first one. Me, I start screaming and howling to wake the fucking dead. The gunshots stop and these two guys come stumbling out of the bushes, drunk as all get out. When they laid eyes on me, they got all embarrassed and said sorry. Said they thought I was a deer.” 
 
    Matt shook his head. “Dumbasses shouldn’t be drinking when they’re hunting. I would have given them a piece of my mind.” 
 
    “You don’t argue with drunk men holding guns,” Nick said. 
 
    Clayton grinned and jerked a thumb in Nick’s direction. “This is why he’s the professor.” 
 
    They finished their beers, packed up some snacks, energy drinks, and more beer, and headed out to the woods. 
 
    The three men positioned themselves in a large triangle around the clearing and a little back from it, so they could see and hear but be able to hide in the shadows if anyone approached. 
 
    No one did. 
 
    For hours, Nick stood there, occasionally chewing on some beef jerky or sipping an energy drink to keep awake but the cultists had been scared off. As the east began to lighten, the men got back together and conferred. 
 
    “Looks like they’re yellow,” Matt said. “Now that we can see, let’s bury this poor dog.” 
 
    “Let me take pictures of everything first,” Nick told them. “It could help me figure out what’s going on here.” 
 
    Nick took photos of the scene as Matt went back to the store to fetch a couple of shovels. Then they buried the poor animal where it lay. Clayton began to break apart the stick figures. Before he got through all of them, Nick took a sample of each, plus the giant bird, and put them in the trunk of his car. The bird was so large, he had to partially dismantle it. 
 
    “Now what?” he asked. 
 
    The other two shrugged. 
 
    “Keep our eyes peeled, I guess,” Matt said. “Give me your phone number. If they come around here again, I’ll call you and Clayton, and we can have another try at them.” 
 
    “You sure you don’t want to go to the police?” Nick asked. 
 
    “I told you, I can’t. Don’t worry, we can handle this ourselves.” 
 
    Nick felt a thrill run through his body, a mixture of fear and pride. 
 
    “All right. I’ll do some research and see what I can find out about these symbols.” 
 
    Nick drove home, feeling lightheaded. It had been a long time since he’d stayed up the whole night. 
 
    When he got back to the house, he crept inside and discovered that Cheryl and Elaine were still asleep. Cheryl didn’t have any morning classes that day and Elaine’s alarm was due to go off in ten minutes. 
 
    That gave Nick an idea. 
 
    He found Cheryl’s phone on the dining room table, went to her messages, and found his message. It was unread. He deleted it. 
 
    Then he snuck into bed. 
 
    He managed to doze for about an hour as he dimly heard his daughter moving around the house, getting ready for school. Then his wife got up. By then, it was time for him to get up too. 
 
    “You look tired,” Cheryl said as he came down to the kitchen. “Were you out late?” 
 
    “Yeah, Edward was way out on the interstate and the tow truck took ages,” Nick replied, naming a professor from the department he had mentioned to her but whom she had never met. “Then I had to drive him home.” 
 
    “Why did he call you?” 
 
    “He’s divorced and he didn’t want to call his ex. He tried a couple of people who lived closer, but they didn’t pick up.” 
 
    Nick poured himself a cup of coffee, suddenly wide awake thanks to his beating heart. Cheryl said nothing as she sat and finished her breakfast. He could tell she had only half-listened to the conversation, already preoccupied with the work of the day. That was how most of their conversations went, sadly. He felt like only one of her husbands, her research being the second one. Nick remembered a time when he had been that dedicated. 
 
    As he finished his coffee and got up to pour himself a second cup, he saw Cheryl turn on her phone. He felt a spike of fear, but her face showed no reaction as she checked her messages and Facebook. 
 
    He sipped his coffee with a smug sense of satisfaction. He’d pulled it off. 
 
    Pulled off what exactly? He’d never hidden things from his wife before. Despite endless fantasies about the hot coeds who cycled through his class every year, he had never cheated on Cheryl. He had no other secret sins like gambling or pornography, either. While so many middle-aged men tried to liven up their grey little lives by acting out in one way or another, Nick had no skeletons in his closet. 
 
    So why now? And why this? 
 
    The danger, he supposed, and the fact that it was all so alien. Here he was, having breakfast with his wife when just the night before he’d been shot at. He’d teamed up with a couple of hicks—one a convicted felon, no less—to track down some religious nutcases in the woods around Republic. And there his wife was, eating her cereal and thinking he was the same old boring guy he’d always been. Having a secret life made him feel good. 
 
    Elaine hurried down, late for the bus as usual, gave them both a peck on the cheek, and flew out the door. That was Cheryl’s cue to go upstairs and get ready. When Elaine occupied the bathroom, no one could get near it. Getting that girl away from the mirror would take a car bomb. 
 
    It was time for Nick to get ready, too. He and Cheryl went through the motions of their morning routine as if nothing had happened, but Nick knew better. Finally, life had a bit of an edge to it. 
 
    That didn’t help him stay up during the day. Nick walked through the hours as if in a thick fog. His lectures, all of which he’d given many times before, passed through his lips without his having to think about them. He spent his office hours deep in thought, and he couldn’t even remember the simple plot of the Netflix series he and Cheryl watched that evening. 
 
    All the time, his numbed mind tried to process what he had seen the night before. 
 
    The savagery not only shocked him but left him unstuck in the here and now. He’d hated this place since he’d gotten here, and he’d always stayed in his comfortable little circle, avoiding the locals and going to the city for weekends as much as he could. Now he saw Jackson County through a new set of eyes. 
 
    The county had history, and secrets ... and he intended to uncover them. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    CHAPTER TEN 
 
      
 
   The next morning, he called Matt. 
 
    “Hey, Professor, how’s it hanging?” 
 
    “I was going to ask you the same thing. Any trouble?” 
 
    “None. I think we scared them off.” 
 
    “I doubt we stopped them from doing their rituals, though.” 
 
    “No, they’ll probably go somewhere else. If they were willing to fire at us, they’re pretty determined. Look, I was planning to call you today. Clayton and I have talked to some of our friends, people who live outside town near rural roads and old abandoned houses. People who might see a thing or two. We’re going to have a meeting tonight at the Drunken Indian.” 
 
    “The Drunken Indian?” 
 
    “It’s a bar on Tenth Street and Walnut. Come on over. We sure could use your help.” 
 
    “All right,” Nick said, wondering how a bar named the Drunken Indian could survive in this day and age. 
 
    “That’s fine. See you at eight,” Matt said. 
 
    Nick texted Cheryl, saying he had a meeting with some informants for a paper he was thinking about writing and wouldn’t be home for dinner. That was close enough to the truth that it eased his conscience. His newfound ability to weave convincing lies made him ill at ease. Nick had always prided himself on being an honest, straightforward person, especially in his marriage. 
 
    Thinking further, he realized there was another dimension to his hiding things from his wife. He’d noticed, over the past few years, that he’d grown more than a bit jealous of Cheryl’s dynamic career, while at the same time he watched in despair as she wore herself out hammering away at it. He didn’t want all that stress, and yet every time she went off to a conference or published another paper in a leading journal, Nick felt a nagging tug of nostalgia for his more productive days. Resentment was an unworthy feeling in a stable relationship, and yet he couldn’t help it. Nor could he help the fact that it had driven an invisible wedge between them. 
 
    Now he had something to call his own. 
 
    He spent every spare moment of that day researching the Mississippian culture and searching the online academic database for folk religions in the area. 
 
    He hit a dead end with local folk religions. Although he found some articles about general folklore, and even a few on superstitions, it was all mundane stuff. Herbal remedies and love charms. Ghost stories and prophetic dreams. He found nothing even close to a cult that conducted animal sacrifice and had its own brand of art. 
 
    This led him to believe that what he was seeing was something new, something entirely undocumented. His excitement grew. Publishing this could really put his career back on track. 
 
    It also made it hard to know what he was dealing with. 
 
    At least he could make some educated guesses. Modern cults tended to fall along a few set lines. Most of them in the United States were some form of alternative Christianity, often Messianic, with a charismatic leader claiming to be the new Messiah. Others were stranger, like the Twelve Tribes, which had hippie-like communes that tried to recreate the close, secretive communities of the early Christians. The Brethren were even more out there. Convinced that the end of the world was nigh, they chose to become homeless. Eating out of dumpsters and avoiding contact with women or soap, they had spread across North America, becoming part of the street culture. No one knew how many Brethren there were because the homeless were generally invisible and the Brethren were highly secretive. 
 
    While Nick had no doubt that the region was home to crazy fundamentalist Christians—after all, he only had to switch the radio to AM to hear a bunch of them—he didn’t think they were responsible for the cult’s activities. The symbolism was all wrong. 
 
    In addition to Christian sects, a common form of alternative religion was the cult of personality, in which some leader with a bizarre theology that placed him or her at the center projected a Svengali-like power over his or her followers. That didn’t really fit either. The cultists worked as a team. No one seemed to be in charge, and their vague little sermon had made no reference to an absent leader. 
 
    Nick also discarded Satanism, despite what Clayton and Matt thought. The ritual had made no reference to Satanism or Christianity, and the horned heads hadn’t been the center of attention. That would have been the giant bird figure. 
 
    More likely, the cult was some sort of neo-pagan group. Nick had known a few neo-pagans when he was an undergraduate. Most were harmless dope-smoking environmentalists who, oddly enough, lived in the suburbs. Nick had even once been on a retreat at a place called Camp Demeter, a private campground in the woods, where he had watched his friends perform rituals that were a mishmash of ancient religions with a large amount of pure invention. Most of the time, though, everyone at Camp Demeter was dancing around bonfires, skinny dipping in the lake, and taking drugs. Not a bad religion as religions went, but Nick hadn’t converted. It all seemed hedonistic and a bit silly and fake. 
 
    The cult in the woods outside Republic came from a different strain. None of the people Nick had met in Camp Demeter would have sacrificed an animal. In fact, a lot of them were vegetarian or vegan. However, they had told him of darker neo-pagan traditions. Nordic cults that put a religious gloss on their neo-Nazism. Adherents to a form of religious radical environmentalism who destroyed construction sites and spray-painted corporate headquarters. Solitary practitioners whom the neo-pagan community shunned for their bizarre ideas. Could the cult be something like this? 
 
    It was hard to tell from the fragment of ritual he had seen. He still had too little to go on. Just enough to be intrigued and continue his investigation. 
 
    Nick was on firmer ground with the ancient art. Plenty of material was available on the local variant of the Mississippian culture about which Bennett had told him. Nick found numerous parallels between their art and that made by the cult, including a nearly exact match for the large bird the cultists had used in their latest ritual—the bird that was now hidden in the trunk of his car. 
 
    It was a Thunderbird, one of the great mythic animals of Native American religion that was revered across much of North America. The Thunderbird controlled the sky and was in a constant struggle with the dark forces of the Underworld. It cast lightning from its claws and thunder rolled when it flapped its wings. Some traditions saw the Thunderbird as a guardian spirit for warriors and chiefs and a protector of humanity against the creatures of the Underworld, which wanted to destroy the human realm. 
 
    The local depictions of the Thunderbird scratched on rocks in ancient times looked almost exactly like the large construction of sticks in Nick’s car—a bird with a rectangular body, a triangular head, and long horizontal lines for outstretched wings with vertical lines descending from them to depict feathers. 
 
    Strangely, the one Mississippian symbol that wasn’t replicated among the stick figures was the man with the triangular body. The prehistoric Native Americans made their human figures in an entirely different fashion. So why the difference? Was there some sort of symbolic meaning to this departure from the norm? 
 
    Nick was tempted to show the figures to Bennett, but the archaeologist would ask difficult questions and for the moment Nick wanted to keep this investigation to himself. Besides, he didn’t feel like interrupting the guy looking at porn again. 
 
    At the end of the day, Nick stopped by the house to change and grab an early dinner. As he went to the bedroom to find clothes he could wear to a redneck bar, he saw Cheryl in her home office. 
 
    “You’re back early,” he said, wincing when he heard a high note of worry in his voice. 
 
    Cheryl didn’t seem to notice. She turned in her chair to face the door and smiled. “Hey, honey. Yeah, Luis and Sharon were on again about funding. I had to get out of there if I wanted to get anything done.” 
 
    Luis and Sharon were two of Cheryl’s fellow professors and they spent far more time plotting ways to get more funding than actually doing anything with the funding they already had. They were always trying to rope the other faculty members into their schemes, wasting everybody’s time and being general annoyances. 
 
    “I have to get changed and get a quick bite to eat,” Nick said, turning for the door. 
 
    “So, what’s this project?” 
 
    “Oh, nothing much. Some local folk beliefs. A lot of that stuff is dying out and hasn’t been recorded.” 
 
    Cheryl smiled. “I’m glad you’re finding something to research. Tell me more once you’ve met with your informants.” 
 
    “Assuming I survive the night. I have to go to some hick bar called the Drunken Indian.” 
 
    Cheryl pursed her lips. “Sounds charming.” 
 
    “Yeah, political correctness hasn’t exactly made it to most parts of Republic.” 
 
    “Or basic human respect. I’m surprised the students haven’t started some online campaign against it.” 
 
    “It’s way out on the east side. They probably don’t know it exits. I didn’t.” 
 
    Cheryl rested her chin on the back of the chair. “You know, it’s amazing how little we know about this region. We live here but it’s like we’re on an island and the locals are living at the bottom of the sea. We know almost nothing about them.” 
 
    You don’t even realize how right you are, Nick thought. Out loud he said, “Maybe the less we know, the better.” 
 
    “But you’re studying them.” 
 
    I have to. 
 
    “I’d better get ready,” he said. 
 
    He changed, dressing down as much as possible, and went downstairs to make himself a sandwich. As he sat eating at the kitchen table, Elaine tromped in. 
 
    “Ohmygod, the boys at my school are SO immature!” 
 
    “What happened, honey?” Nick asked. 
 
    Elaine thumped her book bag down on the tile floor. 
 
    “Bobby and Chad and Mark went down to some creek and collected frogs. They put them in the girls’ locker room. I was in there changing for basketball and one jumped right into my shoe!” 
 
    Nick suppressed a smile, then grew serious. “Were the boys in there, too?” 
 
    “No, or I would have kicked their asses. They bragged about it at lunch. That’s how we know it was them. The principal made them stay late.” 
 
    “They shouldn’t be going into the girls’ locker room, even if all they were doing was planting frogs.” 
 
    “Well, they said they only opened the door and threw them in. But I think they actually went in to check out Tabitha’s locker. There’s a rumor that she stuffs her bra. It’s not true but all the boys believe it and Peter made a bet with Mark that it wasn’t true and …” 
 
    Nick smiled and let the adolescent tale sweep over him. After all he had been through, it was nice to hear something trivial. 
 
    His relaxation died when Elaine suddenly changed the subject. 
 
    “So, why did you come home so late last night?” 
 
    Nick gripped his sandwich so hard, he tore the bread. 
 
    “Oh, I had to help a friend stranded out on the highway.” 
 
    “Why was he out on the highway at four in the morning? Was he drunk or something?” 
 
    “It wasn’t that late.” As soon as Nick said the words, he regretted them. Elaine would have known the time. She slept with her cell phone and woke up a dozen times a night to check on texts and Instagram. It was a constant fight between them. Nick and Cheryl said it disrupted her sleep but getting a phone out of a teenager’s hands would require amputation. 
 
    “It so was!” Elaine said. “Don’t you check your watch?” 
 
    “Ah, well, he was a long way out. And yeah, he was a bit drunk. Good thing he called me. So, what about the school play coming up?” 
 
    “Oh, that. Yeah, I got a dress rehearsal on Thursday. You wouldn’t believe the makeup Ms. Underwood is putting on me. I look so old! It’s at seven. Can you drive me?” 
 
    The trick worked, and Elaine’s thoughts got derailed onto the play. She chattered away at ninety miles an hour about her role in Arsenic and Old Lace as Martha Brewster, the spinster aunt who poisons people. As she went on, Nick felt a flush of love and leaned over to kiss her forehead. She didn’t even skip a beat but squeezed her dad’s hand as she continued talking. 
 
    Nick finished his sandwich as he listened, feeling grateful, as always, for such a loving family. Elaine wasn’t going through the usual adolescent rebellion and he didn’t think she ever would. He’d heard horror stories from other parents. Some of her friends didn’t even want their parents walking next to them in the mall. 
 
    He had a good relationship with Cheryl too, despite both of them being unhappy with their jobs for very different reasons. They shared everything, supported one another, and still had a good sex life after fifteen years of marriage. 
 
    But he shouldn’t lie to himself. There was a distance between them, one that Cheryl was probably too busy to notice. His own career failings had soured their relationship, at least on his side. Between the daily rounds and job responsibilities and raising Elaine, it was easy to avoid seeing the slow corrosion. However, it was there when he chose to see it. And it was all his fault. 
 
    And now he was keeping a secret from Cheryl. 
 
    Nick sighed. Well, it wasn’t like he was cheating. 
 
    No, he was only putting himself in a huge amount of danger. 
 
    He leaned over and gave Elaine another kiss. For some reason, he felt like his time with her might be growing short. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    CHAPTER ELEVEN 
 
      
 
   The Drunken Indian was in a dingy row of storefronts between a head shop and a strip club called Dream Cum True. Out front, the bar had one of those wooden cigar store Indians that Nick hadn’t seen since he was a kid. It was chained to the drainage pipe, probably so it wouldn’t be stolen. The bar’s one window was blacked out, and the door was a blank face of metal that vibrated with thudding rock music coming from inside. 
 
    Nick had put on faded jeans, a pair of Timberlands, and a red checkered shirt. He felt like a lumberjack and suspected he looked like a fool, but it was the least conspicuous outfit he had. 
 
    He opened the door and was gut-punched by a Ted Nugent song at full volume. Trying to ignore the assault on his ears, he looked around. 
 
    The bar was dimly lit with an eye-watering combination of red spotlights and a single strip of flickering florescent bulbs down the center. The colors reminded Nick of the morgue scenes from CSI. 
 
    A wooden bar ran along the wall to his left. The bartender leaned against it with beefy, tattooed arms. He had a buzz cut and a Marines t-shirt. As he turned to Nick, the bartender’s dark eyes narrowed. At the bar, a few older men were sitting in a row, all drinking alone. 
 
    The rest of the bar wasn’t much bigger than Nick’s living room. Five or six small round tables were mostly taken by loud crowds of drinkers. A jukebox sat against the far wall, under a photo of Geronimo kneeling with a rifle in his hand. His look was no friendlier than the bartender’s. Other images of Indians, mostly getting slaughtered by cowboys or the cavalry, adorned the rest of the walls. 
 
    Several people turned their heads to look at him, suddenly reminding Nick that he was standing in the doorway like an idiot. He closed the door behind him and moved slowly to the bar, looking around, hoping to see a familiar face. 
 
    Instead, he spotted the only woman in the place. She wore a halter top and tight jean shorts that showed off a curvy body barely past adolescence. She would have looked nice sitting in the front row of one of his anthropology lectures. To Nick’s astonishment, the woman waved at him. 
 
    He looked away, embarrassed. 
 
    “Hey, Professor!” 
 
    He turned back. That had been Trisha’s voice. 
 
    Sure enough, it was Trisha in the halter top and jean shorts. His gaze had never gotten farther up than her tits. She waved. Clayton sat next to her and raised his beer in greeting. Matt was also at the table, along with four other men whom Nick didn’t recognize. To his surprise, one was black. A whole table of black men was in the far corner as well. 
 
    Nick hurried over to his acquaintances, relieved to see someone familiar in this place. 
 
    “Aren’t you drinking, Professor?” Matt asked. 
 
    “Oh, right. Yeah. Just wanted to see if anyone needed anything.” 
 
    “Get me a Sex on the Beach,” Trisha said, smiling at him. 
 
    “Um … right.” 
 
    He went to the bar. The bartender hadn’t changed his expression. 
 
    “What kind of beer do you have?” 
 
    “Bud.” 
 
    “Anything else?” 
 
    “You want Samuel Adams, you need to go to one of the college joints on the other side of town.” 
 
    That came out as a suggestion. 
 
    “I’ll have a Bud and a Sex on the Beach,” Nick said, hastening to add, “for the little lady.” 
 
    To his relief, the bartender didn’t ask to see her ID. Nick got the drinks, paid half of what he would have paid in Student Town, and hurried back to the table. 
 
    “Here you go,” he said, giving Trisha her drink. 
 
    “What a gentleman!” she said. “Clayton didn’t want to buy me another.” 
 
    From the way she slurred her words, Nick could see why. 
 
    Nick sat, and Matt introduced the others around the table. 
 
    “These are the guys I told you about. Some of them work in the feed mill with Clayton. They’re all good men and they know everything.” 
 
    “Good to meet you, Professor,” said a lean, older man. “I’ve never met a real-life witch hunter before.” 
 
    Witch hunter? Nick decided not to correct him. After a moment’s thought, he realized that according to this guy’s worldview, he pretty much was one. 
 
    “I’ve studied religious beliefs and cults all my life,” Nick said. “Tribal religions in the Amazon, Voodoo, pagan cults …” 
 
    “That’s just what we need,” said the lean man. “You figure out what they’re up to, and we’ll shoot ‘em.” 
 
    “That’s Wayne, assistant manager at the feed mill,” Matt said, indicating the lean man. “He’s a bit too trigger-happy. Getting them arrested is good enough for me, unless they try shooting at me again.” 
 
    Matt introduced the others. Carl was an obese forklift operator from the feed mill who had a loud laugh and a seemingly limitless thirst for beer. Tobiah was another feed mill worker, a small man with bad teeth and a permanent scowl. A large gold cross dangled from his neck. Unlike everyone else, he was drinking soda instead of alcohol. Brandon was an African-American taxi driver in his thirties who looked fit. 
 
    “Brandon here has actually spotted the freaks we’re looking for,” Clayton said. 
 
    “Really?” Nick said, taking a sip from his beer and trying not to make a face at the bad taste. 
 
    “I believe so,” Brandon said. “I had just dropped off a ride on county road UU about two weeks back. A senior citizen who can’t drive any more. A lot of my fares are seniors. Anyway, it was about ten at night and I was driving along the county road. Now, you’ve probably never been up there but it goes south of town and passes some farms and gets to a crossroads with county road TT. There are some homes there and that’s where my fare lived. Between those houses and the outskirts of Republic is a long, empty patch. It used to be farmland and some abandoned houses are there. It’s all grown over now. Well, I was passing one of the farmhouses when I saw a light in the window. I slowed the car, but they must have seen me because they turned off the light. I think it was a candle, but I can’t be sure.” 
 
    “Probably setting up a ritual like the one we interrupted,” Clayton said. Next to him, Trisha shuddered. 
 
    “Probably,” Brandon agreed. “At the time, I figured it was just some kids making out, so I picked up speed and was about to pass when my headlights caught one of them ducking around the corner of the house. He had on a red robe and a hood. Scared the living daylights out of me.” 
 
    “Did you see anything else?” Nick asked. 
 
    Brandon shook his head. “No, I got out of there fast as I could. I tend to avoid men in hoods.” 
 
    Clayton laughed. “Yeah, I bet you do!” 
 
    Nick squirmed. Brandon didn’t appear offended, though. Perhaps he just hid it well. 
 
    To hide his own discomfort, Nick pulled out a couple of maps from his pocket and unfolded them. One was a modern map, and the other was the photocopy of the old map he had found in the historical society. 
 
    “Can you show me where this was?” Nick asked. 
 
    “Sure, right here,” Brandon said, pointing to a spot on the modern map. He looked over at the old map. “My, my, 1908. That’s going way back. Oh, hey! There’s Douglass Town.” 
 
    “What’s that?” Nick asked. 
 
    “That’s the old colored neighborhood,” Carl said. Nick winced at the word “colored.” He didn’t look at Brandon’s reaction. He didn’t want to know. 
 
    “This place?” Nick asked, pointing to the spot with the abandoned railway station. 
 
    “Yup,” Brandon said. “It was named after Frederick Douglass. My great uncle used to live there back before the railway stopped going through. The place dried up pretty quick after that. People moved into town.” 
 
    Carl shifted his considerable bulk and peered at the map. “Yes, most of the colored folk moved to this neighborhood here,” he said, pointing to an area on the modern map. Nick had driven through there once. It was still mostly black, with a lot of public housing and ramshackle homes. Actually, a lot of that was in the white neighborhoods, too. 
 
    Nick pulled out a pen and marked the spot on the modern map where Brandon had seen the cultists. Then he marked the other spots where they had been seen—Douglass Town and the abandoned houses near Clayton’s house and Matt’s store. He made the point at Douglass Town larger because two rituals had been held there that they knew of. That made four points, all roughly the same distance outside of town. 
 
    Everyone stared at it in silence for a moment. Even the jukebox was between tracks, adding to the quiet atmosphere. 
 
    “They’re making a pentagram,” Nick said. 
 
    “What do you mean?” Tobiah asked. 
 
    “Look.” Nick pointed to each spot in turn. “A pentagram is a five-pointed star. Here are four points.” He drew a line between each. “All they need is another point, just about here, and they’ll have made a pentagram across Republic.” 
 
    “I knew it,” Tobiah said, flashing his rotted teeth. “They’re a bunch of Satanists, laying a curse on our Christian homes.” 
 
    It was a simplistic interpretation, but the cultists were simple locals too, so perhaps it was an accurate one. 
 
    Nick switched to the 1908 map. “Now, if I’m right, their next ritual would be just about here.” His finger touched a spot that was open countryside. Several scattered farms were indicated in the area, plus a small concentration at the intersection of two thin lines that indicated dirt roads. 
 
    “My bet is they’d go for that village, assuming any of it is still there,” Clayton said. “They seem to like villages.” 
 
    Nick nodded. 
 
    “I’ve taken rides to that area,” Brandon said. “It’s still mostly farmland. I can’t recall seeing any abandoned houses, but I wasn’t really looking. Some might be in the back of farmyards or in the little patches of woods you get all around here.” 
 
    “We need to look,” Matt said. 
 
    “Wait, y’all are forgetting something,” Trisha said, speaking for the first time. She had been sitting, silent and uncomfortable. She didn’t look like she wanted to be there. Nick figured she wanted to be left alone in that trailer even less. “What if they’ve already had that ritual? We can’t be sure we’ve seen them all. Maybe they’ve already laid a curse on Republic!” 
 
    Tobiah touched his cross. “Lord save us.” 
 
    “There’s no way of knowing,” Nick replied. “But it’s interesting that they had two rituals at Douglass Town. I’m thinking that they need to do more than one ritual at each spot. In a lot of magic, you have to prepare a spot with one ritual, then fix the spell with another.” 
 
    “We need to get going and check that spot out, as well as all the places they’ve already been,” Tobiah said. 
 
    “I’m in,” Brandon said. Wayne and Carl agreed. 
 
    “All right, men,” Matt declared, slapping the table. “It’s settled. We’re going to hunt down these sick motherfuckers before they hurt any more animals. Like the witch hunter said, it could be a kid next. Now let’s seal the deal with a round of shots on me.” 
 
    Nick feigned the enthusiasm everyone else showed. Matt fetched a round of vodka shots from the bar and everyone toasted their crusade. The cheap booze went down Nick’s throat like acid. 
 
    The meeting descended into a drinking session. Carl downed beer after beer while the others did their best to keep up. 
 
    Nick knew he shouldn’t be drinking this much bad alcohol, but he found that he was actually enjoying himself. Brandon knew a lot about the black history of the area, and Carl turned out to be a bit of an expert in local history of all kinds; he was eager to prove his knowledge with a university professor. Most of what they told him didn’t have any relation to what they were investigating, but it was interesting all the same. Nick had never suspected the area had so much history—early settlers, a gold rush that went bust, Native American massacres, a rebellion by local farmers against tax collectors in the nineteenth century, plus all the ups and downs of the Great Depression, two world wars, and, starting in the Nineties, the loss of jobs to international markets. 
 
    The others were less serious, joking and swapping tales about people Nick hadn’t met and playfully flirting with Trisha. Clayton didn’t seem to mind this; he just smugly put his arm around her slim waist. 
 
    Only Tobiah stayed sober, sitting silent most of the time after a few failed attempts to get everyone to continue talking about the cult. Nick had tried that too, but the drinks were coming quick and there was no stopping the party. 
 
    At one point, Clayton leaned in, his face blurry. 
 
    “Hey, Professor. When you first came in, why did you look right at Trisha and then look away like you didn’t recognize her?” 
 
    “Oh, um …” Nick’s brain was too muddled to come up with a believable excuse. 
 
    Clayton grinned and elbowed him in the ribs. “Too busy looking at her tits to recognize her face, huh?” 
 
    “What? No! I’d never—” 
 
    But Clayton had already leaned in the other direction to say something into Matt’s ear. The thudding rock music coming from the speaker prevented Nick from hearing. Matt belted out a laugh. Nick flushed. 
 
    Clayton saw his expression and slapped him on the shoulder. 
 
    “Don’t worry, bro. I trust you. Besides, we’re comrades in arms. Hey, do you even know how to fire a gun?” 
 
    “I’ve fired a rifle a few times,” Nick said. My uncle’s hunting rifle when I was sixteen, he added silently. 
 
    “We need to learn you up,” Clayton said. “There’s going to be some more fighting before this is all through.” 
 
    Nick paused, then took another slug of his drink. Suddenly he felt a lot more sober. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    CHAPTER TWELVE 
 
      
 
   The next day, Nick suffered through the worst hangover he’d had in years. He grumbled through breakfast while an amused Cheryl poked fun at him. 
 
    “You sure you weren’t studying drinking habits among lapsed alcoholics?” 
 
    Elaine was mortified. “Don’t turn into a lush, Dad. It’s not a good look.” 
 
    Nick drowned himself in strong black coffee and endured the taunts. At least Elaine hadn’t brought up the fact that he had gotten back so late on the night of the gunfight. With any luck, it had passed out of her mind. 
 
    Thankfully, he had a light day at work, with only a couple of classes and no one coming to his office hours. Students hardly ever came to his office hours except to complain about a bad grade. Nick remembered that when he had first started, enthusiastic undergraduates sat by his desk and peppered him with questions about his fieldwork, or even asked what books they should read that weren’t on the syllabus. It had been a long, long time since an undergrad had asked him for additional reading. 
 
    Halfway through the day, Brandon texted him. Nick couldn’t remember giving the taxi driver his number, but then again, he couldn’t remember a lot of the previous night. 
 
    “Hey, Professor. I checked on that abandoned farmhouse I told you about, the one where I saw the lights shining and the guy in the hood. Didn’t find any of those stick figures you guys mentioned. Looks like they packed up and left just like they did in Douglass Town. I did find this, though.” 
 
    The message included several photos of a dilapidated farmhouse that looked like it dated to the middle of the previous century. Much of the roof had fallen in and the interior was overgrown. 
 
    In one corner was the decomposed body of an animal. 
 
    Insects and possibly other animals had picked it apart, so it was more bone than flesh, but from the general shape and little patches of fur, Nick guessed it had been a cat. 
 
    The message sparked a memory of something Carl had said. The forklift driver was something of a local history buff, checking out old sites and collecting Native American artifacts. 
 
    “I got more than fifty arrowheads. Plenty of pottery too,” he had boasted. 
 
    Nick wondered whether Carl had done any illegal digging. The archaeologists in the department had complained that there was a lot of that at ancient sites due to the big trade in old artifacts. 
 
    Carl had mentioned that down by the river was a cave that contained a carving of a Thunderbird. Nick wondered if perhaps it had been the inspiration for the cultists’ stick figure. 
 
    Unfortunately, if he wanted to find out, the best person to ask was Bennett. 
 
    Nick waited until the archaeologist’s office hours, hoping that if students were coming and going through his office, he wouldn’t be indulging in his porn habit. 
 
    Wrong. 
 
    As Nick got to his door, Bennett glanced up, saw him, and quickly deleted a tab from his browser, leaving Nick staring at an image of a mass shooting on CNN. 
 
    “Oh, hello, Nick.” Bennett sounded remarkably casual. 
 
    “Um, hi. I’m looking into those petroglyphs I asked you about earlier. Do you know of any sites near here?” 
 
    “Oh, yes, there are a couple right here in Jackson County.” Bennett moved his chair closer to his desk as if to let himself get a better view of his screen. However, Nick guessed the movement was more likely intended to hide the bulge in his slacks, which Nick had already noticed. Nick went back to looking at the mass shooting. It was easier on the eyes. 
 
    Bennett pulled up a state map with numerous symbols marked on it. 
 
    “These are all the Mississippian period sites in the state. The Xs are petroglyph sites,” he said, making all the other symbols disappear. Bennett zoomed in on Jackson County. There were two Xs. One was along the river not far from town. The other was farther away. 
 
    “The one by the river is in a cave,” Bennett said. “This other one is a small rock shelter with a few poorly preserved carvings.” 
 
    “Interesting. Any others close by?” 
 
    “Nothing else within fifty miles. This region was populated pretty early during the western migration, so vandalism or development would have erased many petroglyph sites. I never liked that word, myself. ‘Development’ usually involves erasing the past. I fail to see how that’s developing anything.” 
 
    “Thanks. Can you print this?” 
 
    “Certainly. So, what are you researching again?” 
 
    “Um, this is more personal interest. I feel I don’t know enough about the local history. I think these places would be fun to visit.” 
 
    “Just so you know, both of these sites are on private property.” 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    Bennett smiled and stood as his printer began spitting out the map. 
 
    “It’s all right. I know you won’t get up to anything illegal.” 
 
    At least not the kind of illegality you’re thinking of. 
 
    Bennett fetched the map. Nick held it in both hands as an excuse to not take Bennett’s outstretched hand. Why did this guy insist on shaking hands so much? 
 
    He decided to call Carl, who had been to at least one of these places. He’d set up a meeting for after work. As Nick scrolled through his phone to find Clayton’s contact information so that he could ask him for the forklift operator’s number, he came across Carl’s. 
 
    Oh, so I have it already. Damn, that was a rough evening. 
 
    Nick continued scrolling through his contacts and found he had everyone’s number, even Trisha’s. Through his mind floated a brief fantasy that he quickly suppressed. He didn’t want to end up like Bennett. 
 
    He called Carl, who picked up on the third ring. 
 
    “You’re in luck, Professor. Today’s my day off.” 
 
    “It’s the middle of the week.” 
 
    “Oh, I work Saturdays. Feed mill runs every day except Sunday. Let’s go right now. You know where the feed mill is, right? I’ll meet you there and we’ll go in my truck.” 
 
    Nick drove over and found Carl leaning against a pickup truck. Wayne, the lean assistant manager, was there too. 
 
    “You boys gonna have some fun without me?” Wayne asked, spitting tobacco juice on the pavement. 
 
    “Hopefully not too much fun,” Nick said. 
 
    “You bring a gun?” Wayne asked. 
 
    “I don’t own one.” 
 
    The assistant manager shook his head. 
 
    “Don’t worry, I got one,” Carl said. Nick saw a rifle hanging on a rack in the back of the cab. He felt a prickle of fear. 
 
    “Let’s go,” Carl said, squeezing into the driver’s seat. Nick got in. 
 
    They decided to go to the farthest site first, then to the one by the river later, as Carl already knew how to get there. 
 
    All the way, Carl talked cheerfully about Native American sites he had visited. He’d been all over the state gathering arrowheads and pieces of pottery. 
 
    “The best time is right after plowing,” he said. “Especially if it rains. The plow turns up the earth and the rain washes the stuff clean, making it easy to spot. I never heard of this site you got on the map, though.” 
 
    “It’s on private property.” 
 
    “I don’t have a problem with that,” Carl said, laughing. 
 
    “I don’t, either. But let’s be careful, OK?” 
 
    It took some time to find the county road that led to the site. They were in a forested area and couldn’t see any landmarks. At last, they passed a farmhouse and the county road zigzagged between a couple of rock outcroppings, just as the nearby road did on the map. 
 
    “Should be about two hundred yards north of here,” Nick said, studying the map. “Let’s find a place where we can hide the truck.” 
 
    Carl found a clear spot between two bushes and managed to get the pickup off the road enough that it wouldn’t be spotted unless someone passed by and looked into the woods. They got out and Carl took his rifle. 
 
    “Is that really necessary?” Nick asked. 
 
    “Didn’t these nutcases shoot at you?” 
 
    Nick didn’t have an answer to that. 
 
    They started walking. Though it was autumn, most of the leaves were still on the trees and the air was muggy. Cicadas hummed but the birds were silent, resting on the boughs in the mid-afternoon heat. Carl was soon huffing and sweating. 
 
    “We almost there?” he asked, keeping his voice low. They had passed a No Trespassing sign a little way back. 
 
    “Hung over?” Nick asked with a smile. 
 
    “Always am.” 
 
    “My daughter would say, ‘That’s not a good look.’” 
 
    Carl laughed. “Family man, eh? No wonder you want to get rid of these Satanists. Don’t want them around a respectable town like Republic.” 
 
    Nick thought of the students who had been assaulted by townies when they strayed too far off campus but didn’t say anything. These guys seemed to accept him, or at least see him as useful. He had nothing to fear from them. 
 
    That bar, though. What if he had gone in there by himself? 
 
    The map wasn’t of a fine enough scale to guide them very well. It took half an hour of wandering and sweating before they spotted a rock outcropping that looked like the one Bennett had described. 
 
    It was a pile of granite boulders, no doubt deposited by retreating glaciers at the end of the last Ice Age. The landscape in this region was littered with them. 
 
    They circled it slowly, coming to a spot where the main boulder, an oblong stone the size of a van, leaned to one side. Three smaller boulders were arrayed nearby, making a small inner area partially sheltered by the main stone. Scrambling inside, they found themselves crouching on a small patch of dirt about five by five feet. On the ground they found several used condoms and an empty bottle of vodka. The label was only slightly faded; Nick could see that it was an expensive brand. 
 
    “Looks like someone had a party,” Carl whispered. 
 
    “Yeah, and not too long ago.” Nick looked up. “Hey! Look at the carvings.” 
 
    “Keep your voice down. We’re not far from that farmhouse.” 
 
    The carvings were faint, but in the slanting light of afternoon Nick and Carl could make out the shallow, weathered lines. One carving was of a crescent moon, while another showed the wolf. Another seemed to be some sort of geometric form, but it was too faint to make out clearly. 
 
    “You think the cult left this stuff here?” Carl whispered, indicating the bottle and condoms. 
 
    Nick shrugged. They searched around but found no animal corpses. Nick took pictures of the litter and the petroglyphs and they returned to the truck. 
 
    “That rock art was pretty neat. Too bad we didn’t get a lead on those Satanists,” Carl said, pulling out. 
 
    “Let’s check out that cave by the river.” 
 
    As they drove past the farmhouse, they saw an old man with a thick white beard and overalls come running out of the front door, moving surprisingly fast for someone his age. 
 
    “Shit,” Carl said. “Spotted.” 
 
    In the rearview mirror, Nick saw the old man run into the road and stand staring at them, fists on his hips as they drove away. 
 
    “You think he’ll call the cops?” Nick asked. 
 
    “I hope not. Even if he did, he can’t prove we were trespassing. We can say we got lost.” 
 
    Nick sat uneasily as Carl headed for the river, thinking that at any moment a police car would pull them over. 
 
    That made him think of Sheriff O’Connor. He should really tell the sheriff about what was going on, but how could he do that while protecting Matt? If he couldn’t talk about the incident near Matt’s country store, what did he have? Some cut-up animals in the woods and a brief sighting of someone in a hooded robe. Not much more than what they already had. No, Nick had to get something solid, a confirmed sighting with more than one witness at another site, without involving Matt. 
 
    But even if he did, would the sheriff care? He was busy arresting violent criminals and busting up meth labs. Without a report of gunplay, this cult would remain low priority. 
 
    Nick sighed as he watched the countryside go by, patches of wood separated by long stretches of open farmland. It was pretty country, now that he was looking at it. He’d never really explored it much. In fact, other than his jogging, this exploration of the rock shelter had been the first time he’d ventured into the countryside in over a year. 
 
    “So, what other historical sites are around here?” he asked Carl. 
 
    “You mean ones you can go to legally? Plenty.” That launched the forklift driver into a long, rambling monologue about historic homes and villages in the area. Nick smiled. For an uneducated man, Carl certainly knew a lot. The guy had obviously explored his home state well. 
 
    The trees thickened as they approached the river, the road dipping down to the bottomland. Every now and then, housing developments scarred the countryside, but those petered out as they continued. Nick realized they were heading away from Republic. The town was not on the river but about five miles away from it on a tributary. The cave was a good ten miles downstream. They left the last of the suburbs far behind them. 
 
    The river had plenty of pull-off points. Carl explained that it was a popular place for fishing and float trips, during which groups of friends brought tires and beer and floated down the river. Nick had never tried that. Except for dining at a fancy restaurant overlooking the river close to town, he had never been down here at all. 
 
    Carl pulled off at an open patch of ground next to the river just as the sun disappeared behind a line of trees on the far shore. However, there was still enough light to see as they got out. Carl fetched his rifle. 
 
    “Do we really need that?” Nick asked again. “No one else is here.” 
 
    “Better safe than sorry.” 
 
    They started walking along a path skirting the water. The river was wide and calm, with muddy water that moved sluggishly between overgrown banks. Far out, they saw a small motorboat moving away from them, the sound of its engine fading into the distance. Soon it was gone and the only sounds they heard were birdsong and the rising buzz of cicadas. 
 
    They saw no one. After about fifteen minutes, Nick asked how much farther they had to go. 
 
    “Not far. There’s another pull-off point on the other side. That one’s closer, but I wanted to keep some distance in case those inbreds are up there.” 
 
    Nick suppressed a smile at the term “inbreds.” If anyone was inbred, it was Carl and his friends. He glanced nervously at the rifle that Carl had slung over his shoulder. 
 
    “Do the cops ever come down here? I don’t want them seeing you with that.” 
 
    Carl laughed. “You’re allowed open carry outside of town. Don’t you know anything?” 
 
    “Never been much into guns,” Nick muttered. 
 
    “I don’t really care if you are. But come on, buddy, you ain’t never been to any historical sites, you don’t know the laws…it’s like you don’t live here.” 
 
    “I’m pretty busy at the university.” 
 
    “So busy you can’t explore the county you live in? That’s the problem with you university folks. You come here from back East or from California and you take one look around you and raise your noses in the air. Think you’re too good for us.” 
 
    “That’s not true.” 
 
    “The hell it isn’t,” Carl retorted. His words lacked heat, sounding more amused than angry. “I go to the Drunken Indian near every week, and until last night I’ve never seen a university professor take a step inside. Hell, the students don’t even go to Dreams Cum True. You’d think some titties would get them out of their shell, but no.” 
 
    Nick stopped and turned on him, suddenly angry. Carl stopped too, cocking his head. 
 
    “You think we’d be welcome? Everyone stared at me when I walked into that bar. I’m surprised the bartender didn’t spit in my drink. And what about that Brett Dawson kid? They beat him up and put fishhooks in him, for Christ’s sake. And what about that black kid who got roughed up at the dance hall?” 
 
    Carl snorted. “Let me tell you about Brett Dawson. I heard all about it from one of the guys that was there. A group of local guys were fishing on the bank of the river, catching catfish not far from where we are now. One guy is divorced, and he had his daughter with him. The ex-wife and kid live up in Sykeston, so he gets to see her only on weekends. The girl’s only fourteen. Well, she wasn’t interested in fishing, so she was wandering around along the riverbank while her dad and his friends did their thing. Then they hear her screaming in the woods. They run over and find that Brett Dawson kid trying to rip off her clothes. Fourteen! The kid can’t get some college pussy his own age?” 
 
    “OK, assuming that’s what really happened, why didn’t they call the police?” 
 
    “And embarrass the girl with a trial? Hell, the kid would have probably gotten off anyway. Said a bunch of stuff about how she wanted it or something. Hired some slick lawyer from the city. No, they decided to make their own justice.” 
 
    “So, what about that black kid? Did he deserve to get threatened just for going to a dance hall?” 
 
    “Oh, he was just trying to make a fuss. What black guy wants to go square dancing? Sure, there are some rednecks in this town. Plenty of racists around here, just like there are wherever you’re from. But there are plenty of places where colored folk are welcome. Look at the Drunken Indian. You saw blacks in there, didn’t you? Hell, sometimes Brandon goes next door to get a lap dance from the white chicks there and no one says a word crosswise.” 
 
    “Look,” Nick said in a conciliatory tone. “I’m not saying everyone here is bad. You guys are proof of that. But it wouldn’t hurt to be more welcoming.” 
 
    “Why should we be more welcoming? You’re the incomers. Why don’t you take the first step? Now come on, light’s fading. Let’s get this done.” 
 
    They walked in silence for a time. To their left rose a limestone cliff about forty feet high. When Nick opened his mouth to speak again, Carl put a finger to his lips and pointed ahead of them. 
 
    About halfway up the cliff gaped the cave’s open mouth. It was roughly flat on the bottom and arched at the top, about ten feet wide and twelve feet high. In the fading light, Nick didn’t see a way up. 
 
    Carl took his rifle off his shoulder and led him a little past the cliff, where a thin trail appeared, hugging the cliff face and sloping upward. 
 
    As they set foot on the trail, a burst of laughter from the cliff stopped them cold. 
 
    It was followed by low conversation. The voices sounded young, like the cultists they had surprised near the country store. 
 
    With care, Carl crept up the trail, his gun leveled. Nick was surprised that such a big man could move so quietly. He figured Carl must be a hunter. Nick tried not to make any sound as he followed. 
 
    As they approached the cave mouth, they saw a faint light burning inside. The voices grew clearer—a group of young men all talking at once. 
 
    “We smashed them!” 
 
    “They didn’t stand a chance.” 
 
    “Next time we’ll do even better.” 
 
    Nick’s heart pounded so hard in his chest, he felt sure the hidden men in the cave would hear it. As they neared the top, Carl rushed up the last few yards and planted himself at the cave mouth, pointing his rifle at the interior. 
 
    “Freeze!” 
 
    Nick expected a fusillade. Instead, he heard a chorus of screams. 
 
    “Holy shit!” 
 
    “Don’t hurt us, man!” 
 
    Nick rushed up and peeked around Carl’s wide frame. Half a dozen teenaged boys stood or sat in the cave, hands raised in the air, eyes wide. A case of beer sat at their feet. Several open cans lay scattered about. 
 
    “Relax!” Nick said, putting a hand on Carl’s shoulder. “It’s not them.” 
 
    “How do you know?” Carl whispered so the kids couldn’t hear. “You said their faces were hidden by hoods.” 
 
    “Yeah, but they weren’t scared of seeing a gun,” Nick whispered back. “They shot at us. Besides, these kids look like they’re in high school.” 
 
    “That doesn’t mean nothing. We just got the drop on them, is all.” 
 
    “They’re all boys, too. There was at least one woman among them.” 
 
    The boys stared at them, trying to listen in on their whispered conversation. One of them spoke up, his voice quavering. “We didn’t do anything. Can’t you just let us leave?” 
 
    “What are you doing here?” Carl demanded. 
 
    “Just drinking. Having some fun. We’re from the Republic High School football team. We came here to celebrate a win.” 
 
    Nick nodded. That would explain what he’d overheard. 
 
    “You seen anyone else around here?” he asked. 
 
    “No. We got here only, like, half an hour ago.” 
 
    “Move over to the other side of the cave there,” Carl said, gesturing with his gun. 
 
    “Put that away,” Nick said. Carl still had his finger on the trigger. Nick was terrified that he’d fire by accident or if one of the boys made a sudden move. 
 
    “I’ll put it away when I’m sure it’s not them.” 
 
    “Who do you think we are?” asked one of the boys. 
 
    “Quiet,” Carl snapped. 
 
    The boys edged over to the side of the cave. Nick looked around for the first time. The interior was lit by a couple of flashlights that the boys must have brought with them, as well as by the fading light streaming in from the entrance. 
 
    The cave was smaller than Nick expected—only about the size of a large living room. All the trash made it feel smaller. Empty beer cans, candy wrappers, and other junk littered the ground. It was obviously a hangout for the local teens. He looked up and didn’t need to have the Thunderbird pointed out to him. It was carved on the sloping ceiling of the cave, high enough that it hadn’t been vandalized. 
 
    It looked just like the image the cultists had made, with broad outstretched wings and vertical lines that created the impression of features. Its rectangular body and triangular head were almost identical to the model made from sticks. Nick snapped a few pictures. 
 
    “Let’s leave these kids alone and get out of here,” Nick said. 
 
    “Yeah, I guess this scouting mission is a bust. Sorry, boys,” Carl said, slinging his rifle. The kids let out sighs like a series of balloons deflating. If he hadn’t felt so sorry for them, Nick would have laughed. 
 
    “Enjoy your beer, kids,” he said. 
 
    As he turned to leave, something caught his eye. 
 
    An empty bottle of vodka. It was the same expensive brand as the one at the rock shelter they’d visited earlier—not something a bunch of high schoolers would get a big brother to buy for them. Nearby lay several condoms. 
 
    Nick took a picture. 
 
    On the drive back, they planned their next move. 
 
    “We need to set a trap for these lowlifes,” Carl said. “The problem is, we don’t know where they’ll turn up.” 
 
    “I guess we’ll just have to keep searching. There are a few old ruins we haven’t checked yet, but we can narrow it down if we assume they’re creating the pattern of a pentagram around Republic. We should focus on that hamlet I pointed out on the map, as well as the spots we already know. Trisha is probably right about them going to the same place more than once.” 
 
    Carl chuckled. “That bubble-headed broad did have a point, didn’t she? I guess even a broken clock is right twice a day.” 
 
    “We’ll plan it out tomorrow by phone. There are enough of us that we can set up two patrols. That way, we can cover more ground. One problem is, we don’t know when they’ll be out there. We can’t spend every night, all night on vigil. We all have jobs and lives. I suggest we go for a couple of hours before midnight. The ritual we interrupted and the ones that Brandon and Clayton spotted all happened around ten o’clock or a little after. That might be the best time to catch them by surprise.” 
 
    Carl looked at him for a moment. “Well, well, well. The witch hunter is sounding like a general.” 
 
    Nick gave him an abashed smile. “This whole thing has gotten me kind of carried away. I didn’t realize how bored I was with my life at the university.” 
 
    “Life’s gonna get a lot less boring for a while. I have a feeling you’ll miss that boring life before long.” 
 
    Carl’s words proved correct the next morning when Nick entered his office, sat at his desk, and opened his blinds as usual. 
 
    He froze, the cold clamp of terror paralyzing his limbs. 
 
    Hanging from the tree outside his window, level with his gaze, was one of the human stick figures. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    CHAPTER THIRTEEN 
 
      
 
   Nick stared at the stick figure as it turned slowly in the gentle morning breeze. No other figures hung from this tree or any other trees within view. It was obvious that the figure had been placed deliberately in front of his office window. 
 
    It was equally obvious that it was meant as a message for him. 
 
    He called Clayton. Although it took only three rings before he answered, Nick was almost weeping with impatience before he heard the man’s voice on the line. 
 
    “What’s up, Professor? I’m at work.” 
 
    “They know who I am and where I work,” Nick said breathlessly. “They hung one of those stick figures outside my office window.” 
 
    “Holy shit! How could they know that?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Wait. When we surprised them, they turned the camera on us. They recorded us. Remember how scared Matt was that the film showing him with a gun might come to light? They have an image of my face and somehow recognized me.” 
 
    “Must be students.” 
 
    “Students? I don’t think so. Students don’t know the area well. They’d never find all those ruins. I found the first one only by accident. Maybe it’s the custodial staff. They come in early. They could have put up the figure unseen.” 
 
    Clayton said nothing for a moment. 
 
    “You need to get a gun.” 
 
    “Yeah. Yeah, I do. If they know where I work, they might find out where I live. I have to protect my wife and daughter! Where’s a good place to buy one?” 
 
    “Hold up there, hotshot. What you need is a handgun, something you can carry along with you, and there’s a seven-day waiting period for those.” 
 
    “Seven days? I can’t wait seven days!” 
 
    Nick couldn’t believe it. He’d always been for gun control and now this redneck state was telling him he had to wait seven days before he could protect his family? 
 
    “Look. I get off at five. Why don’t you come on over to the feed mill? We’ll work something out.” 
 
    “Oh my God. I don’t know what to do!” Nick moaned. 
 
    “We’ll work it out, Professor,” Clayton said in a soothing voice. “Watch your family. They ain’t going to strike during daytime, so we got some time.” 
 
    Clayton hung up. Nick’s mind raced. What about Elaine at school? There was a security guard. Cameras. They wouldn’t dare move in on her, not during the daytime. Right? Nick tried to reassure himself. He didn’t quite succeed. 
 
    And what about Cheryl? Nick paced the length of his office. Back and forth. Back and forth. A curious glance from a colleague passing by in the hallway made him close the door. 
 
    After his initial panic, Nick began to calm down and think it through. The stick figure had been a warning. If the cult members had wanted to hurt him or his family, they would have struck without notice. The step from violence against an animal and violence against a human was a huge one—a step that most people wouldn’t take lightly. Even if they had considered it, they would have known that it would have led to an investigation that would have curtailed their activities. This was the better option—a way to scare him without revealing too much of themselves. 
 
    But Nick couldn’t count on that. He couldn’t just let out a sigh of relief and assume that Cheryl and Elaine were safe. 
 
    He made an excuse to call Elaine’s school, claiming that she had been feeling ill that morning and he wanted to check on her. The secretary agreed to go check. After an agonizing wait, she returned and said that Elaine felt fine. 
 
    “She said she didn’t feel ill this morning,” the secretary told him. 
 
    “Oh, kids,” Nick said, laughing a little too loudly. “You know how they forget these things.” 
 
    He hung up, flushing a bit when he realized the kind of impression he must have made on the secretary. Focusing on calming his voice, he called Cheryl, purportedly to check on what he needed to buy at the supermarket on his way home. He eased back in his chair as she ran through the list. 
 
    After he hung up, he realized he hadn’t written any of it down. 
 
    At exactly five o’clock, Nick pulled into the feed mill parking lot. Clayton was waiting for him there, alongside Wayne and Tobiah. 
 
    Nick got out and repeated to the three men what he had seen that day. 
 
    “So, what did you do with the stick man?” Wayne asked. 
 
    “I told campus security about it. They brushed it off as a prank, of course. Then they took it down before I could get it. Messed up any prints that might have been on it, the idiots.” 
 
    “Did anyone spot it getting put up?” Tobias asked. 
 
    Nick shook his head. “No. The tree is easy to climb, and before eight in the morning hardly anyone is on the quad. They could have done it in a couple of minutes and probably didn’t get spotted. The campus police told me that no security cameras cover that area.” 
 
    “Is your address available anywhere?” Clayton asked. “Yelp or some campus directory?” 
 
    “No. I’ve been thinking about that all day. We keep our addresses out of view because sometimes students play pranks on teachers or are unstable and try to do something worse. It’s standard practice to keep them secret at universities.” 
 
    “What about your wife or kid? Any way they could get the address from them?” 
 
    “My wife is a professor too. My daughter is in school. They’re not going to just hand out that information to anyone.” 
 
    “They could hurt you on campus, though,” Tobias said. “You or your wife.” 
 
    Nick nodded grimly. “That’s why I need your help. I need a gun, and I need training on how to use it.” 
 
    Wayne grinned. “You came to the right people, Professor.” 
 
    The Guns & Ammo Center was a big-box store on the edge of town. The cheesy commercials Nick always saw when he watched the news on the local ABC affiliate featured redneck twin brothers who advertised, “We can supply all your home defense, hunting, and militia needs. You want an AR-15? Get ‘em before they ban ‘em. Want a pocket pistol for the little lady? We have ‘em in pink. Bow hunting equipment? We’ll get you what you need to bag the biggest buck. We’re open every day except the Lord’s Day. We even got a drive-through.” 
 
    They did have a drive-through. Nick’s jaw dropped when he saw it. The three grist mill workers didn’t take him through it, though. 
 
    “We want to browse a little,” Tobias said. “Get you learned up.” 
 
    They entered what looked like a cross between an armory and a Walmart. Racks of guns of every description lined the walls. Aisles as long as the ones in Nick’s local supermarket held camouflage clothing, gas masks, rations, and camping gear. At one end, a big-screen TV showed some action film dating to the Cold War; in it, a group of middle-aged Americans was fending off a Soviet invasion. 
 
    “What am I doing here?” Nick asked. He hadn’t intended to say it out loud. It just came out. 
 
    “Being a man,” Clayton said. “You’re an egghead liberal, but your back is against the wall and you know you need to protect your family, so you’re doing the right thing. Come on, this way.” 
 
    They led him to a counter where a man with a huge beer gut half covered by a flowing salt and pepper beard stood with his hands on the countertop. Nick recognized him from the commercial. The guy’s posture and attitude reminded Nick of the bartender at the Drunken Indian. Behind him was a large glass cabinet in which hung dozens of handguns. As they approached, Nick noticed a semi-automatic pistol hanging in a holster on the man’s belt. 
 
    That made Nick pause for half a second. Guns had always spooked him a little. Then he remembered himself and continued forward. 
 
    “How can I help you gentlemen?” the man asked in a nicer tone than Nick had expected. 
 
    Clayton spoke up. “Our friend here doesn’t know shit about firearms but there’s been some break-ins in his neighborhood and he wants to get a handgun. Can you give him a starter course?” 
 
    “Sure, we got a firing range.” 
 
    Nick was about to object. He hadn’t thought this through. Was he really going to fire a gun in a few minutes and then lay down several hundred bucks for a firearm he didn’t even want? 
 
    Two pistols cracked in the woods, almost in unison. Nick tensed. Clayton’s shotgun boomed, followed closely by Matt’s handgun. Then the cultists fired again. 
 
    Nick blinked, took a deep breath, and straightened his spine. 
 
    A strange stick figure man, made of an X and a cross, swung outside his office window. 
 
    He wasn’t the kind of guy who owned a gun. But he no longer had that luxury. He had a wife and a thirteen-year-old daughter at home. He had to do this. 
 
    “Yeah,” he said, his voice coming out dry and raspy. “I’m worried about my little girl. I need some protection.” 
 
    “Well, you’ve come to the right place,” said the gun shop owner. “What kind of handgun do you want?” 
 
    Nick looked at Clayton, but it was Wayne who spoke up. 
 
    “He’s new at this, so he needs ease of use combined with low recoil and accuracy. Stopping power too, of course. Let’s go for a 9mm. Maybe a Smith & Wesson M&P?” 
 
    The man nodded. “That could work. Good basic gun but it has only an eight-round magazine. A Glock G19X G5 or a Walther CCP might be good too.” He turned to Nick. “What’s your price range?” 
 
    “Whatever it takes. I have a family to protect,” he replied, his voice more confident this time. 
 
    Clayton punched him in the shoulder. “Damn, egghead’s finally getting some bass in his voice!” 
 
    “Quit it, Clayton,” Wayne said. “This is serious business. How about we try the Smith & Wesson and the Glock? I used to have a Walther; mounting a light on it is a pain in the ass. He wants to be able to see what he’s shooting at night.” 
 
    “We can go with those two. Sound good to you?” the gun dealer asked Nick, who shrugged. 
 
    The man unlocked a glass cabinet behind the counter and pulled out two handguns, both semi-automatics. Then he unlocked a drawer beneath the cabinet, pulled out two boxes of ammunition, and said, “Let’s go to the firing range, boys. This way.” 
 
    Nick had to sign a waiver and plunk down $80 for a beginner’s lesson before he was led to a back room where the gun dealer, who introduced himself as Gus, fitted them with protective goggles and ear muffs. 
 
    Then they went into the loudest room Nick had ever been in. 
 
    A line of men and women stood at a counter, firing a variety of firearms down long concrete corridors. Paper targets hung at various distances from each person. Gus led them to an empty space near the back. 
 
    He turned to Nick and shouted, “Ever fire a gun before?” 
 
    “A hunting rifle a few years ago. Assume I know nothing.” 
 
    Gus grinned and gave him a thumb’s up. “You just figured out the first rule of gun ownership—don’t get cocky. All right, this here in my hand is a gun.” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “The bullet comes out this little hole here.” 
 
    “Yeah, I know that.” 
 
    “You have to pull this little doodad to make it fire. It’s called a trigger.” 
 
    “I said assume I know nothing, not assume I’m an idiot.” 
 
    Gus and the others laughed. 
 
    “We’re just shitting you, Professor,” Gus said. 
 
    Nick gaped. “How did you know I was a professor?” 
 
    Wayne put an arm around Gus. “We’re cousins. I told him all about you.” 
 
    Nick rolled his eyes as they laughed again. 
 
    “We don’t get many folks from the university in here. I had to have the chance to rib one,” Gus said, still laughing. 
 
    As Gus readied the weapons, shaking his head and smiling, Wayne moved over to Nick, popped off his ear protection, and said in a low voice, “I didn’t tell him the real reason we’re here. The fewer people who know, the better.” 
 
    Nick nodded. If Gus caught wind of cultists sacrificing animals in the ruins around Republic, he’d probably raise a militia and shoot up the whole county. 
 
    Over the next hour, Gus took Nick through the basics of gun safety and use. He warned him that this was only an initial lesson and that Nick would need several more before he was proficient. Nick was surprised this rural gun nut would use as complicated a word as “proficient,” but he realized the guy was right. Maintaining, loading, and firing a gun was more complicated than he had ever imagined. 
 
    Once Gus led him through the basics, Nick tried shooting the Glock. Gus set a man-shaped target at fifty feet. To his surprise, Nick hit the target every time. He didn’t get a head shot or dead center in the chest, but every single one of the seventeen rounds in the magazine hit the torso or leg. One nicked the shoulder, and some were near the edge of the body, but they were all hits. 
 
    His companions cheered. 
 
    “Dang, egghead’s got a hidden talent!” Clayton said. 
 
    “Don’t blaspheme,” Tobiah snapped. Then he turned to Nick. “The Lord is guiding your hand. He knows you’re doing His work.” 
 
    That got a curious look from Gus. Before he could ask what the man meant, Wayne said, “Now try the Smith & Wesson. The Lord helps those who go to the shooting range regularly.” 
 
    Once again, Nick did better than he thought he would, hitting with all but one of the eight bullets. Then he reloaded both guns under Gus’s supervision and tried them again. By the end of the hour, he had emptied both guns three times each. He’d even attracted a few of the other shooters over to watch. 
 
    His hands ached, his ears rang despite the protection, and his arms were tired, but he basked in their attention. Everyone gave him a high-five as he left the shooting range. 
 
    Nick ended up buying the Glock because it felt better in his hands and he’d been a bit more accurate with that model. Plus, it had a bigger magazine. Despite his beginner’s luck, he had no illusions about his talent. The glow-in-the-dark sights and flashlight accessory would come in handy, too. Nick signed the paperwork and paid. Once he was done, Gus shook his hand. 
 
    “Welcome to the brotherhood,” he said with some formality. 
 
    “Um, thanks.” 
 
    “Come back in seven days and you can have your piece.” 
 
    I need it tonight, Nick thought. Not seven days from now. 
 
    He remembered an old baseball bat that sat in his basement. Perhaps he’d bring that upstairs. It would be better than nothing. 
 
    After they left, Clayton insisted they go to the Drunken Indian to celebrate. 
 
    “I’m hardly recovered from the last time,” Nick objected. 
 
    Wayne laughed. “Don’t worry, Carl’s on the night shift. We’ll have only a couple. You boys go on ahead. I gotta go back home for a minute. I’ll catch up.” 
 
    They were almost done with their first beer, their ears ringing with the sound of Bruce Springsteen’s “Born in the U.S.A.” pounding on the jukebox, when Wayne showed up, carrying a small leather bag. He set it down in front of Nick. It made a heavy thud as it hit the wood. 
 
    “Keep this until you get your own,” Wayne said. 
 
    Nick opened the bag. Inside was an automatic pistol and a box of ammunition. 
 
    “It’s a Glock 17, an older model than yours,” Wayne said in a voice so low, Nick could barely hear him, “It’s close enough to the model you ordered that you should have no trouble with it.” 
 
    “Isn’t it illegal to lend this to me?” 
 
    “It sure is illegal, so keep your mouth shut about it. You should go to the range every day and practice. Don’t bring this because I don’t want to put Gus in an awkward position. Just practice with the Glocks he has at the shooting range.” 
 
    “Thanks. I really appreciate this,” Nick said, checking that the safety was on and noting that the gun didn’t have any of the nighttime features he needed. Then he tucked the bag next to him on the seat. He rested one of his hands on it. “Here’s hoping I won’t need it.” 
 
    Tobiah looked grim. “You will. Those Devil worshippers won’t rest. The Dark One has his talons in their souls and they’ll keep after us until we’re dead or we’ve sold our souls.” 
 
    Nick’s grip on the bag tightened. 
 
    “Yeah,” he sighed. “Yeah, I think you’re right.” 
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   The members of the “Witch Hunters Club,” as Clayton had decided to call their group, divvied up their responsibilities. That night, Brandon, Clayton, and Tobiah would visit the old building where Brandon had seen the hooded figure and found the remains of a cat. Wayne and Matt would hide out in the woods near the country store to see if the cultists returned for a second ritual. Carl was working at the grist mill from five in the evening until one in the morning, so he couldn’t come. As for Nick, the group unanimously decided that he should stay home and watch his family. 
 
    “You got your own priorities,” Wayne said when Nick objected. “You can be on scouting duty another night. Most of us work night shifts sometimes so we’ll have to rotate duties anyway.” 
 
    “All right,” Nick said with some reluctance. “But keep in touch, all right? I want to know what’s going on.” 
 
    Nick went home, hiding the leather bag containing Wayne’s gun in a larger bag that he used for carrying books. Cheryl was in her home office as usual, and Elaine was sprawled out on the couch, texting her friends. 
 
    His tension eased the moment he saw them. Neither paid much attention to him beyond a “hello” as he went to the bedroom, checked that the gun was loaded and the safety was on, and stuck the gun in the drawer of the bedside table on his side of the bed. Cheryl had her own bedside table and never went in his. At least he hoped not. She was as anti-gun as he had been, and he didn’t want to deal with the scene if she found out he had a gun in the house that wasn’t even registered in his name. 
 
    After he had hidden the empty bag deep in his closet, he went to Cheryl’s office and gave her a big hug, breathing in the smell of her hair. She smiled and kept typing. His hands ran up her sides to cup her breasts. That got her to stop typing. 
 
    “Hey,” Cheryl said with a smile. “If you’re going to do that, do it when Elaine’s somewhere else.” 
 
    “Mmmm, good point.” He gave her a kiss. 
 
    Cheryl started tapping away on her computer again. 
 
    “Sorry,” she said, giving him a peck on the cheek. “Deadline.” 
 
    Always a deadline, he thought. 
 
    “Can you take Elaine to drama practice?” Cheryl asked. 
 
    “Sure,” he said. “Oh yeah, that’s tonight!” 
 
    He got Elaine in gear, taking away her cell phone so she could concentrate on her homework, then fixed spaghetti for a quick meal. Within two hours, they were at her school. 
 
    “I’ll be done by nine,” Elaine said as they drove into the parking lot. 
 
    Instead of pulling up to the front and dropping her off, he parked. She got out and he hurried to follow. 
 
    “There’s nothing to see, Dad. This is a dress rehearsal. You’ll see the play when it’s ready.” 
 
    “I’m going to walk you in. There have been some … crimes in town recently. They’ve been targeting university people and their families.” 
 
    “Oh.” Elaine took his hand. Nick smiled. Unlike so many kids her age, she appreciated the concern her parents took in her. He felt like kissing her on the forehead like he loved to do, but with other kids coming into the school, that might be taking it a bit too far. Even Elaine got easily embarrassed. She was a great kid, but she was still thirteen. 
 
    He saw her through the front door, where she let go of his hand. Reluctantly, he stopped and let her go. 
 
    “Stay inside until you see me here, all right?” he said. 
 
    Elaine gave a little frown. 
 
    “Is it that bad?” 
 
    He looked her in the eye. “Yes. I’m afraid it is.” 
 
    “Don’t freak me out, Dad!” 
 
    He put a hand on her shoulder. “Just be careful, all right? I’ll see you at nine.” 
 
    With two hours to kill, Nick went back home. He passed the house, driving slowly, checking out the neighborhood in the last of the dying light. He didn’t see anything suspicious. He went around the block a couple of times before pulling into the driveway. Cheryl was still ensconced in her office, so Nick went to his own home office and watched gun safety and marksmanship videos on YouTube. He was surprised at how interesting he found them. It was a whole field of knowledge he had never paid attention to before. Sadly, now he had to know all about it. 
 
    He returned to the school early, waiting in the car with the lights off and studying the parking lot. No one else was there yet. Other than a few cars belonging to the faculty and staff, the parking lot was abandoned. 
 
    After a few minutes of waiting, he caught a movement out of the corner of his eye. He hunched low in his seat and stared as he saw a dark figure round the corner of the building and move toward him. 
 
    Why didn’t I bring that gun? he thought. It’s not doing me any good in my bedroom! 
 
    His panic vanished a moment later when the figure moved into the light of the parking lot. Nick recognized the school’s security guard, a stocky black man named Ron or Rob. Something like that. Nick had never taken much notice of him. 
 
    The security guard came up to Nick’s car and rapped on the window. Nick lowered it. 
 
    “Oh, Mr. Upton. Here to pick up your daughter?” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m a bit early.” 
 
    “They’re still in there rehearsing. The play is coming along fine. Sorry to bother you, but I saw your car idling here with the lights off and I felt I should investigate.” 
 
    “No need to apologize,” Nick said, feeling bad that he wasn’t a hundred percent on the guard’s name. “You’re just doing your job.” 
 
    “Have a good evening,” said the security guard, turning away. 
 
    “Wait a minute.” 
 
    Ron or Rob or whoever he was turned back to face him. 
 
    “There have been some attacks and harassment of university employees and their families. It’s good to keep an eye out.” 
 
    The security guard looked surprised. “Really? The police haven’t told us anything.” 
 
    “Yes, well, a lot of it has gone unreported. Just so you know.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, Mr. Upton. I’ll keep an eye out. And I’ll tell the other staff.” 
 
    “Thanks. I appreciate it.” 
 
    Elaine appeared in the doorway of the school. Nick got out, said goodbye to the security guard, and went over to her. She came out lugging a large gym bag. 
 
    “Your hair is gray!” Nick laughed. 
 
    “What? Oh my God. This stuff is SO hard to get out. I don’t have any wrinkles, do I?” 
 
    “You’re a little young for wrinkles.” 
 
    Elaine rolled her eyes. “It’s stage glue, Dad. To make me look like an old woman.” 
 
    “Why not just wait fifty years?” Nick said with a smile. 
 
    “Ha-ha. Ugh, can you take this?” Elaine said, lifting the gym bag. Nick took it, noticing it was covered in dried mud. 
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    “Oh, this is my lacrosse stuff. I left it next to the field and it started to rain.” 
 
    “It hasn’t rained since last week. It’s been shedding mud in your locker the entire time?” 
 
    “Don’t worry, I swept all the mud out onto the floor.” 
 
    “Very courteous. I’m sure the janitor will really appreciate it.” 
 
    They walked to the car. 
 
    “This is filthy,” Nick said. “Let’s put it in the trunk.” 
 
    He opened the trunk, then jerked back. 
 
    He had forgotten that the stick sculptures were filling the trunk. 
 
    “What the hell are those?” Elaine asked, peering inside the trunk. “Oh, weird.” 
 
    Nick watched helplessly as she picked up the top sculpture, one of the human figures. 
 
    “I’m … uh … studying—” 
 
    “You reenacting The Blair Witch Project or something?” his daughter asked. 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    Elaine rolled her eyes. She’d gotten into a lot of teenaged eye rolling lately. 
 
    “The movie. Didn’t you ever see it? Totally freaky.” 
 
    “Wait, that’s a horror movie, right?” 
 
    “You need to get out more, Dad.” 
 
    Actually, I’m thinking I should get out less. 
 
    “Why are you watching horror movies at your age?” 
 
    “I saw it at Tammy’s. Don’t worry, there’s no adult stuff. Not even any real gore or anything. Totally scary, though.” 
 
    Nick blinked and looked at the stick man she was holding up. “And they had figures like this in it?” 
 
    “Yeah. Where did you get these? God, you have a ton of them.” 
 
    Nick paused. How much should he tell her? 
 
    “I found them in the woods during one of my jogs.” 
 
    Elaine’s eyes widened. “No. Way. Someone here is doing a whole Blair Witch thing? You should jog in town, Dad.” 
 
    “Don’t I know it. So, what did these things do in the movie?” 
 
    “Oh, they were like these spooky things the Blair Witch set up to scare off the people investigating the legend. Of course, they didn’t pay attention. People are always stupid in horror movies. So, who’s putting these up?” 
 
    “I’m not sure, honey.” 
 
    “Is it the same people who are bothering university people?” 
 
    “It could be,” Nick said. He wasn’t sure how much to reveal. He didn’t want to scare her, but at the same time he needed to keep her on her guard. 
 
    They got in the car and drove off. 
 
    “Does Mom know about all this?” 
 
    Nick tensed. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “The attacks on university people?” 
 
    “Um, no. The sheriff told me. I went to him about these stick figures because they were near the university. You know that old trail I jog on? They were at the end of that. He told me about the attacks. He said they didn’t put it in the press because they didn’t want copycat attacks. You know how some people here don’t like the university.” 
 
    “Chad Sanders said the university stole his grandparents’ house.” 
 
    Nick nodded, remembering the woman at the historical society. “The university hasn’t always treated the local people fairly.” 
 
    “You told Mom about the attacks, right?” 
 
    “I … was going to tell her tonight.” 
 
    Later that night, he did. It was time for her to know part of the truth. 
 
    Actually, she beat him to it. 
 
    “What’s the matter, Nick? You’ve seemed distracted lately.” 
 
    He was surprised she noticed. “I … was talking to the sheriff again. Turns out a lot of animals have gone missing. And it’s not just squirrels. Someone is cutting up dogs and cats.” 
 
    “Oh my God.” 
 
    “He told me there have also been some threats against the university. Some professors have reported harassment. So be careful, all right?” 
 
    They talked for a while longer, but soon Cheryl shifted the conversation to work again. Nick could tell she was only half-worried, the sort of concern people have about distant threats that haven’t affected them yet, like cancer or terrorism. Nick felt tempted to tell her more, but he didn’t know where to begin. It would involve admitting he had lied. In the end, he didn’t tell her anything. 
 
    They sat watching Netflix, as they always did. After ten, Nick got antsy. The guys would be out now, searching for the cult at two different locations. He checked his phone, hoping for a text. Nothing. Ten minutes later, he checked it again. And five minutes after that. 
 
    He tried to reassure himself that everything was OK, that they were out of signal range and were simply standing guard, but he couldn’t help feeling left out and helpless. What if they were in trouble and he was sitting there watching some dumb television show? He felt like he was betraying them. 
 
    “Expecting a call?” Cheryl asked when he checked his phone again. 
 
    “Oh, these folklore people were supposed to call me.” 
 
    “It’s a bit late for them to call now.” 
 
    “Some of them work the night shift down at the grist mill.” 
 
    Cheryl laughed. “What’s a grist mill worker going to teach you about folklore?” 
 
    “They’re not like that,” Nick said, annoyance creeping into his voice. “Sure, the people around here are uneducated, but some of them have been living in this area all their lives. They know things. Some of them have really studied the past.” 
 
    Cheryl shrugged and looked back at the television with a smug smile, obviously unconvinced. 
 
    She finally went to bed at eleven. Elaine had gone to bed an hour earlier. Now that he was alone, Nick got online and rented The Blair Witch Project. He had never been into horror movies, but he remembered that the film had made a big splash when it came out around the turn of the millennium. 
 
    He watched the movie, finding it more effective than he had expected, but got no new insights about the stick men. Nick felt disappointed. Here he thought he was finding some sort of folk religion, perhaps the revival of something dating back to colonial times, and instead he had some hicks imitating a movie. How could he make an academic paper out of that? 
 
    Nick laughed at himself. He had a gun in his house, he was alert to any sound outside, and he was still thinking about publication? It looked like his scholarly mind hadn’t died after all. 
 
    And his initial reaction to the movie connection wasn’t entirely justified. Only the stick men had been taken from the movie; the rest had come from ancient petroglyphs. Nothing else the cult did fit with the movie, either. The Blair Witch had erected cairns to count her victims, and Nick and the other guys had found no cairns. The witch or ghost or whatever it was—you never got to see the monster in the movie—also murdered large numbers of people, especially children. Thankfully, the cult hadn’t done that. 
 
    Yet. 
 
    Halfway through the film, Nick received texts from both teams. Neither had seen a thing. He shook his head in frustration and watched the rest of the movie. 
 
    The ending scared the hell out of him, both for its relentless evil and its death toll. Was this what the cult was aspiring to? 
 
    When the movie was over, Nick got up and looked out his front window, scanning the empty street for hooded figures. What if they took more inspiration from the movie and started making people disappear instead of just dogs and cats? 
 
    He rubbed his eyes. Sleep beckoned to him. As he went upstairs to bed, his phone buzzed. 
 
    It was Clayton, his voice high with panic. 
 
    “Professor, I’m calling everyone. Get down to the trailer, man.” 
 
    “It’s a quarter to one. What’s up?” 
 
    “They found out where I live too.” 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    CHAPTER FIFTEEN 
 
      
 
   The dog lay spread-eagled in front of Clayton and Trisha’s trailer. It had been gutted and all four paws were missing. In the dim light filtering out from the trailer’s windows, Nick could see the blood hadn’t yet fully dried. 
 
    “Did either of you hear anything?” he asked. He stood with Clayton and Trisha outside the trailer. Clayton had his shotgun, and Trisha had a small .22 rifle that she gripped so hard, Nick thought she might break it. Nick had his hand on the pistol in his overcoat pocket. He had snuck into the bedroom to retrieve it before he drove over. Cheryl had turned in bed and murmured something as he tiptoed out of the room. He hoped she was too asleep to remember, when she woke up the next morning, that he had left. 
 
    “We were both gone,” Clayton said. “Trisha didn’t want to be alone while I was on patrol, so she hung out with a friend. This poor thing was here when we got back.” 
 
    “Do you guys have anywhere to stay tonight?” 
 
    Trisha shook her head and said in a quavering voice, “My friend has a newborn. It wouldn’t be fair on her. And it’s too late to call anyone else.” 
 
    Nick thought for a minute. His home office could be used as a guest room. It had a couch that converted into a bed. 
 
    “Can you stay at a hotel?” he asked. 
 
    Clayton gave a helpless shrug. “Don’t have the cash. I don’t get paid until Friday and I had to pay child support this week.” 
 
    “To who? Oh, never mind. I’ll pay for the hotel.” 
 
    Clayton frowned. “I don’t take charity.” 
 
    “This isn’t charity; this may save your life.” 
 
    Clayton paused and looked at Trisha, who gave him a pleading look in return. He said, “I’ll pay you back as soon as I can.” 
 
    “Sure. First, let’s report this to the cops.” 
 
    Clayton and Trisha didn’t say anything. 
 
    “What?” Nick demanded. 
 
    “We can’t really do that,” Clayton said. 
 
    “Why not? Don’t tell me you’re in trouble with the law like Matt.” 
 
    “Uh, not exactly. It’s just that Trisha is a runaway.” 
 
    “Oh, for fuck’s sake!” Why did these people all have so much drama? Nick turned to Trisha. “How old are you?” 
 
    “Seventeen.” 
 
    “And what’s the age of—oh, never mind. I don’t want to know.” 
 
    “I’ll fetch a shovel and give this poor animal a decent burial,” Clayton said. 
 
    He went to a small tool shed around the back of the trailer, leaving Nick and Trisha in an awkward silence. 
 
    “I just couldn’t stay in my parents’ house no more,” Trisha said at last. 
 
    “Her daddy used to whup her, saying he’d beat the Devil out of her,” Clayton said as he rounded the corner with a shovel. 
 
    “Why don’t you tell the whole neighborhood!” Trisha shouted. 
 
    Clayton looked around. “What neighborhood? Come on, Professor, time to get your hands dirty.” 
 
    They buried the dog in the field out back and then went into the trailer. Nick took a seat on the sofa while Clayton went to the refrigerator for beers. Trisha, who had sulked all the way through the burial except when she said a little prayer for the dog, went into the bedroom and slammed the door. 
 
    Clayton made a face. “I shouldn’t have told you about her family.” 
 
    “I don’t judge her.” 
 
    Clayton lowered his voice as he handed Nick a beer. “She judges herself, though. Still got a lot of that Bible thumping in her head. Thinks it’s a sin to be with me.” 
 
    “Then why is she with you, if you don’t mind my asking?” 
 
    “Because she loves me, dummy. But that doesn’t mean she doesn’t feel guilty about it.” 
 
    “That’s a problem.” 
 
    “You’re a real genius.” 
 
    “So, what do we do? How did they find out where you live?” 
 
    “Dunno. Maybe they came to do a second ritual here. I haven’t been back in the woods to check. No way I’m going out there tonight, not even with a wingman. I guess they scouted around and found the trailer, put two and two together that I was involved. Ain’t no one else gonna know about them ruins. Or maybe they been spying on us and overheard us talking.” 
 
    Nick yawned. “Let’s get you to that hotel. It’s late.” 
 
    “All right.” Clayton took a swig of beer and stood up. 
 
    Just as he did, a scream came from the bedroom. 
 
    “What is it, baby?” Clayton rushed to the door and yanked it open. 
 
    Trisha was lying on the bed in her underwear. She had her arms around herself, covering her nakedness. 
 
    “I saw a face at the window!” 
 
    Before he knew it, Nick had the pistol in his hand and his finger on the trigger. Then he remembered his safety lesson. He took his finger away from the trigger and rested it on the side of the trigger guard. 
 
    The odd thought came to him that Gus would be proud. 
 
    A moment later, everything got crazy. 
 
    Suddenly, the aluminum sides of the trailer shook and rattled from dozens of impacts. As the racket continued, Clayton rushed out and grabbed his shotgun from where it leaned against the easy chair. Trisha screamed again. 
 
    The banging increased in tempo. It sounded like the trailer was surrounded by people pounding their fists against the thin walls. 
 
    Nick looked at each of the windows, seeing nothing but the black of night. Clayton hit the switch and the room was plunged in darkness. 
 
    They still couldn’t see anything. Whoever it was made sure they stayed away from the windows. 
 
    “Get away from my house, you sick motherfuckers!” Clayton shouted. 
 
    The room was almost pitch black. Nick saw Clayton’s shadow rise, then move toward the window. 
 
    Next came a blinding flash and an ear-splitting roar. 
 
    Clayton had set off his shotgun, blasting through the window. 
 
    Nick hit the deck, banging his shoulder against the coffee table and nearly dropping his gun. At least it didn’t go off. 
 
    Through the ringing in his ears, he heard nothing. For a minute he thought the place would erupt in gunfire. At least two of the cultists had guns and they could shoot right through the thin metal walls of this trailer. 
 
    But no shots came. 
 
    Nick spotted a silhouette briefly peek up from below the windowsill. He aimed and fired, cursing himself when his finger pressed against the unyielding metal of the trigger guard. 
 
    “Just looked out there,” Clayton whispered. “Don’t see them.” 
 
    Nick felt a cold rush of fear and a sickness in his stomach. That had been Clayton he had seen. If he had been any better with the gun, Nick might have killed him. 
 
    “What are they doing?” Trisha whispered. 
 
    “Dunno. You got your gun?” her boyfriend asked. 
 
    “Yes, baby.” 
 
    “I love you, Trisha.” 
 
    “I love you too, baby.” 
 
    Nick cut in, whispering, “I’m going to look out the back window. If you see a head, that’s me, all right?” 
 
    “You think I’m stupid? I ain’t gonna shoot at someone without knowing who it is.” 
 
    Nick felt relieved that Clayton and Trisha couldn’t see him blush. He crawled the few feet over to the back of the room, feeling just how dirty and gritty the carpet was. Then he slowly rose so that he could peek with one eye from the lower corner of the window. The window was open a crack and the cool night air blew over his sweating forehead. 
 
    At first, he saw nothing, as the afterimage of Clayton’s shotgun blast was still seared onto his retinas. After a minute, though, Nick made out the darkness of the field and distant treeline, as well as the light gray of the overcast sky above. He heard a rustle and saw two figures move across the field, about twenty yards behind the trailer. 
 
    Nick’s heart hammered in his chest. Slowly, he raised his pistol, resting the bottom of the barrel on the windowsill. 
 
    He hesitated. The cultists hadn’t done anything but scare them. Should he do the same and just shoot in the air? The trailer and the field outside were deathly silent, as if waiting for his decision. Nick eased his finger inside the trigger guard, then slowly pulled it out again. He couldn’t shoot someone in cold blood. 
 
    That all changed when one of the cultists flicked on a lighter. 
 
    Its flare illuminated a wine bottle with a rag sticking out of it. The cultist touched the flame to the rag, which lit up. 
 
    Every action movie Nick had ever seen came back to him. That was a Molotov cocktail, and it was about to be thrown right at him. 
 
    Nick paused and collected himself. Trying to aim in the dark was almost impossible. He lined up the sights as well as he could and squeezed the trigger. 
 
    The report sounded loud in the cramped trailer. He saw the cultists duck to the side. The one with the Molotov threw it. 
 
    Nick fired again, not even trying to aim this time. The Molotov made a fiery arc and landed not far in front of him, smashing on the stony ground and bursting into flame. 
 
    Nick cried out and dove back, blinded. A couple of shots rang out behind him. He patted his face and shoulders. Nothing was on fire. 
 
    He blinked, his vision shrouded by a garish afterimage through which flames wavered. He turned toward Clayton and Trisha. Nick could just make out that they were both firing out the window. 
 
    The flames danced outside the window. Nick stumbled to the sink, found a dirty bowl, and filled it with water. 
 
    Opening the window wide, he dumped it out, then went back for more. A bullet thumped through the wall of the trailer close to him, although he couldn’t see exactly where. 
 
    Nick stumbled back with another bowl of water and dumped the liquid on the flames as well. He saw a vague figure moving not far off. Nick took a couple of shots at it. The figure disappeared. 
 
    Through the ringing in his ears, he could just make out the rasp of tires on gravel. 
 
    “We scared them off!” Trisha said. 
 
    “Yeah, run, you sick motherfuckers!” Clayton shouted. 
 
    “Help me with this fire,” Nick said. 
 
    Despite the water he had poured on the fire, it had spread, the space outside the window now a wall of flames. The air inside the trailer grew oppressively hot. 
 
    Trisha set aside her rifle and rushed to help him. Clayton opened the front door and stormed out. 
 
    Nick and Trisha worked as a team, her filling bowls and cups at the sink as fast as she could and handing them to Nick, who dumped them out the window. 
 
    “Don’t you have any bigger containers than this?” Nick asked. 
 
    “There’s a bucket in the shed but we don’t have the time to get it.” 
 
    “You don’t have a garden hose or anything?” 
 
    “You see a garden around here?” Trisha asked. 
 
    They kept at it, sweat pouring off them. Nick was beginning to feel lightheaded and Trisha was slowing down. 
 
    After another minute, Trisha shouted and pointed at the roof. 
 
    It was beginning to blacken, and smoke was coming through a crack on the edge. The heat had buckled the metal. 
 
    The were losing the battle against the fire. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    CHAPTER SIXTEEN 
 
      
 
    “We have to get out of here!” Nick said, coughing as the smoke reached his lungs. 
 
    Trisha rushed to the bedroom. 
 
    “No!” Nick said, going after her. “We have to get out of here now.” 
 
    Trisha had grabbed a bag and was stuffing clothes into it. She was still in her underwear, and Nick couldn’t help but notice how alluring her body was, glistening with sweat in the reddish glow of the flames. 
 
    A sudden fit of coughing hit the two of them, helping Nick focus on what was important. Nick grabbed Trisha and hustled her out of the trailer. Clayton met them at the front door. With despair, he looked at the smoke filling his living room. Then he took Trisha’s hand and, together, they all ran to where the cars were parked. 
 
    “We’re never going to stop it!” Nick said. 
 
    “We gotta try!” Clayton shouted. 
 
    They ran around the trailer to the shed. The flames encompassed the entire back of the trailer. Clayton grabbed a bucket from the tool shed and turned on a spigot at the end of a pipe that came up from the ground. He then turned on the tap and filled the bucket while Nick rummaged through the shed, throwing aside tools and mildewed boxes in a desperate search for another container. 
 
    All he found was an old plastic jug. 
 
    It would have to do. Clayton and Nick took turns at the spigot. 
 
    They worked like a machine, each aligning with the other’s movements and putting a constant series of splashes on the flames. Nick was soaked in sweat, his lungs burned from the smoke, and his head spun from the heat, but he kept going. Dimly, he was aware of Trisha standing nearby, not looking at her burning home but keeping a sharp eye on the field and surrounding woods, her .22 rifle at the ready. 
 
    They worked for what seemed like hours. For a time, it looked like they might win. The flames ebbed a little, stopped spreading, but then they shot up inside the trailer. They had reached the flammable carpet and furnishings, which combusted with a sudden flare. 
 
    Still they fought for Clayton and Trisha’s home. Clayton wouldn’t stop, and even after it was grimly clear that the battle had been lost, he continued filling the bucket and throwing water on the conflagration. Nick didn’t have the heart to stop until Clayton did. 
 
    At last, when the flames had engulfed the trailer and rose high into the sky, Clayton relented. Tossing down the bucket, he staggered over to Trisha and gave her a hug. They embraced for a long time. Nick poured water on his face, took a long drink, and filled the jug for Clayton. Then he turned off the spigot. The simple movement felt like the most depressing thing he had ever done. 
 
    He went over to the weeping couple. Clayton took the jug and drank deeply before handing it to Trisha. 
 
    “Do you have insurance?” Nick asked. 
 
    Clayton shook his head. 
 
    Trisha rubbed his neck. “I got the ammo and wallets, baby, plus our phones and some other stuff. There was no time to get anything else.” 
 
    A siren wailed in the distance, coming closer. 
 
    Trisha looked in that direction. 
 
    “Mr. and Mrs. Connor must have seen the fire and called 911.” 
 
    Nick remembered a farm about a mile back. The way the flames had taken hold of the trailer, the fire must be visible for miles. Nick took a quick survey of the surrounding area, his pistol in his hand. There were no bloodstains around the spot where the cultists had stood. Nick felt a mixture of relief and regret. 
 
    He went back to Clayton and Trisha, who were hiding their guns in the pickup. The siren was loud now, the fire truck almost to them. Nick hurried to his car and tucked his pistol under the front seat. 
 
    The fire truck came, followed by the police. Nick kept quiet as Clayton gave a statement and the firefighters doused the flames. Clayton didn’t mention the cultists. As they talked, Nick noticed a shell casing gleaming in the light of the fire. Nick went over, picked it up when no one was looking, and put it in his pocket. 
 
    After a couple of hours, it was over. Clayton had told them he had spilled some gasoline from a jerry can and a spark from his cigarette had lit it. Trisha backed him up. When the officers had asked Nick, he reluctantly backed them up. He knew that to talk about the cult would have led to more questions—questions that might have led to who Trisha was and why she was there. 
 
    At last, the emergency crews left. Nick didn’t want to look at his watch to see how late it was. 
 
    He took the homeless couple to a 24-hour supermarket and bought them toiletries and food. Then he took them to a motel on the business loop and paid for a week. 
 
    Clayton shook his hand at the hotel room door. 
 
    “Thanks, bud. I owe you big time.” 
 
    “Don’t mention it. Look, I’m going to call in sick tomorrow. We have to plan.” 
 
    “Right. See you tomorrow. I gotta get some shuteye.” 
 
    “You and me both,” Nick sighed. 
 
    When Nick pulled into his driveway, the light turned on in their bedroom. 
 
    “Oh, crap,” he muttered. “Time to face the music.” 
 
    His wife didn’t take sleeping pills every night. This, of all nights, turned out to be one of her nights off. 
 
    Cheryl met him on the stairs in her nightgown. As soon as she saw him, her eyes went wide. 
 
    “What happened?” she whispered so as not to wake their daughter. She sniffed. “Why do you smell like smoke?” 
 
    “Come on and sit down in the kitchen for a minute,” he sighed. 
 
    They sat and Nick told her everything—the first sighting of the sacrifices in the woods, meeting the locals, disrupting the ceremony, the gunfight, his visit to the shooting range, the attack on the trailer, everything. He even unzipped the leather bag and showed her the gun Wayne had lent him. 
 
    Once he was done, Cheryl sat for a long moment in silence, studying him. 
 
    “Why didn’t you tell me all this from the beginning?” she asked at last. 
 
    Nick gave an ineffectual shrug. “I didn’t want to scare you and … I kind of liked having my own thing going on. You’re so much more successful than I am. It was nice to have a project of my own for a change. Then things got dangerous and I didn’t want to scare you.” 
 
    “Scare me?” Cheryl said, a note of irritation in her voice. “Nick, we’re in danger. If they found whatshisname’s trailer, they can find this house. Damn it, Nick, what about Elaine?” 
 
    “I know. I’m sorry. Until tonight, I hadn’t realized how dangerous this cult was. I don’t think they know anything about me.” 
 
    Once the words were out of his mouth, he realized that he hadn’t told her everything after all. He hadn’t told her about the stick man hanging outside his office window. 
 
    Chery frowned. “You can’t say that for sure. What if they decide to burn this house down too?” 
 
    “Clayton lives … lived … in the middle of nowhere. We’re right in town.” 
 
    “Jesus Christ, Nick, how can you be so stupid? These people are crazy. They cut apart dogs and cats, try to burn down a trailer with three people in it, and you don’t think they’ll risk an attack just because we’re in town?” 
 
    She stood up and headed out of the kitchen. 
 
    “Where are you going?” Nick asked. 
 
    “To call the police, like you should have done days ago.” 
 
    Nick leaped up. “You can’t! I told you. Matt’s got a felony conviction and Clayton is sheltering a runaway, an abuse victim!” 
 
    Cheryl rounded on him. “I don’t give a damn what your white trash friends get up to. We have a daughter to protect.” 
 
    She headed upstairs. Cheryl always kept her phone next to the bed. Nick followed her. 
 
    “You can’t call,” he said, dropping his voice to a whisper so that he wouldn’t awaken Elaine. 
 
    “Watch me.” 
 
    “If you do, I’ll be put in custody. I won’t be able to protect you.” 
 
    They were at the door to the bedroom now. Cheryl turned and glared at him. 
 
    “What the hell are you talking about?” 
 
    “The fire tonight. I was using a gun I’m not registered to have. Clayton didn’t want the cops asking any questions, so he told them he did it by accident while filling up a jerry can with gasoline. I backed him up. If we tell the police the truth, we’ll both go to jail.” 
 
    Cheryl stared at him for a moment in disgust, then shook her head and walked into the bedroom. 
 
    “Whatever. We’ll talk about this tomorrow. Take a shower before you come to bed. You stink.” 
 
    “I’ll get a burglar alarm installed first thing tomorrow.” 
 
    Cheryl got into bed. 
 
    “And I’ll get you some pepper spray. Or I could get you a gun. This guy named Gus gives really good lessons. He—” 
 
    “Shut up and take a shower, Nick.” 
 
    Nick did as he was told. He really did stink. Once he washed up, he threw his clothes in the washing machine and climbed into bed, leaving the gun in the drawer of his bedside table. Cheryl had turned her back on him and didn’t say anything when he got in. 
 
    He put his arm around her and kissed her cheek. 
 
    “I’m sorry, honey,” he whispered. 
 
    “How can you be such an idiot?” she grumbled. 
 
    Nick sighed, turned on his back, and tried to sleep. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    CHAPTER SEVENTEEN 
 
      
 
   The next morning, Cheryl was sullen and unresponsive. Elaine, staring at her cell phone throughout breakfast, was her usual cute, oblivious self. Nick kept looking at her, grateful for that last bit of normalcy in his life. He announced that he felt sick and would be taking the day off. This gave him an excuse to drive Elaine to school. By the time he got back home, Cheryl was gone. 
 
    Nick felt both guilty and annoyed. Yes, he had lied, and yes, he had let it go on too long and had endangered his family, but he had tried to protect them too. Cheryl’s being uncommunicative wasn’t helping him do that. 
 
    The first thing he did was reload his gun after watching a YouTube video to make sure he did it right. Gus had already taught him that, but Nick didn’t want to mess it up. Then he called a security company that offered same-day installation and bought the company’s most expensive model. 
 
    As the technician installed the alarm, Nick called the department. He made his voice sound gravelly as he told the secretary that he was sick and would probably be out for a couple of days. 
 
    “I’m sure the students will appreciate the holiday,” the secretary said in her usual cheerful voice. 
 
    Although it was meant as a joke, and one he had made a few times himself, the words stung Nick. No one would miss him at work. That was how his life had ended up. He was a useless appendage in the lives of a constantly changing crowd of students who would soon forget him. 
 
    He feelings rallied as he called Clayton. Here, at least, he was doing some good. 
 
    To his surprise, Trisha picked up. 
 
    “How are things going?” Nick asked. 
 
    “Clayton’s at work. He left me his phone because mine’s not working. I think the smoke messed it up or something.” 
 
    “Do you need a new one? Clayton’s going to have to be in touch so we can plan our next move.” 
 
    “Talk to Clayton about it. He already feels bad about borrowing money from you.” 
 
    “Oh, come on. We have to stick together in this thing.” 
 
    “There’s one thing you could do. Can you give me a lift to the supermarket? I need a couple of things.” 
 
    “Sure. I’ll be over in about an hour.” 
 
    Once the technician finished and gave Nick the instructions to the security system, Nick emailed Cheryl with the information so she wouldn’t set it off when she got home. Their conversation was clipped, businesslike. He didn’t try to make up to her over the phone. He’d leave that for when they were face to face. Then he headed over to the motel, taking his gun with him. He had decided to not go anywhere without it. 
 
    The night before, Nick had been too stunned to notice what a grim place the motel was. It was on the business loop, a long stretch of road encircling half of the town and lined with cheap strip malls, big-box stores, a couple of shoddy apartment complexes, and even shoddier motels. 
 
    The one where Nick had gotten a room for Clayton and Trisha had a neon sign from the Sixties that flickered badly. It also had a swimming pool filled with dirt and a few beer cans. The motel’s cheap concrete facade contained a row of identical rooms. 
 
    Trisha answered the door, wearing nothing more than a long t-shirt that barely covered her waist. Her legs were slim and smooth, and her bare feet were attractive. Nick had never really been into feet before, but on Trisha they made a perfect end to an enticing package. 
 
    He forced himself to look into her eyes, which he found were pretty as well. Inviting, too. She gave him a warm smile. 
 
    “My hero has arrived.” 
 
    Oh, God, he thought, feeling a tightness in his pants. I don’t need this right now. 
 
    Actually, I do. 
 
    Hey, just because you had an argument with Cheryl doesn’t mean you get to go after jailbait. 
 
    Nick entered the room and closed the door behind him. Trisha locked it and smiled at him again. She stood a little too close. 
 
    “So, what do you need at the supermarket?” His voice came out strangled and dry. 
 
    “Some makeup and stuff. I want to look my best.” 
 
    “You look great already.” 
 
    Shut up, shut up, shut up. 
 
    “Aw, you’re sweet.” 
 
    They stood facing each other for a second. The moment stretched out. 
 
    “When does Clayton get out of work?” 
 
    Trisha shifted from one leg to the other, the light gleaming off her thighs. Nick found himself wondering whether she wore any underwear beneath that shirt. He could almost see, but not quite. Just half an inch more and he could. Perhaps he should sit down. 
 
    “Not until five.” 
 
    “Right. We’ll have a meeting after that. I’ll call the other guys. Let’s get you to the supermarket. I have a lot to do today.” 
 
    Trisha tilted her head to one side, her hair cascading over her bare shoulder. The t-shirt was too big for her and hung over her shoulder. 
 
    It’s probably Clayton’s t-shirt. Try focusing on that fact. 
 
    “Oh, all right,” she said at last. “I don’t see what’s the hurry.” 
 
    Trisha padded over to the bed and grabbed a wrinkled shirt and a pair of pants from the bag she had managed to save from the trailer. She grabbed a pair of panties too, but no bra. She brushed past him as she went to the bathroom. 
 
    Nick let out a silent rush of air and sat on the edge of the bed. Trisha didn’t close the door to the bathroom all the way. 
 
    “So, what’s all this stuff you have to do today?” Trisha asked, bending down and lifting one leg to put on the underwear. 
 
    So, she hadn’t been wearing any. 
 
    “I’m worried about my family,” he said, emphasizing the final word. “If they came after you, they’ll come after me. I’ll have to pick up my daughter from school today and also watch out for my wife. She’s a professor at the university too. I had a burglar alarm installed this morning. Bought the best they had. Put me back a couple of grand. I hope it’s worth it.” 
 
    “It must be nice to afford nice things,” Trisha said, doing a little shimmy to get her tight jeans on. She was facing him now, aware she had an audience. “Does being a professor pay good?” 
 
    “It pays OK. It helps that my wife works, too.” 
 
    Trisha tilted her head again, looking at him with big blue eyes. The action made her look childish, almost innocent, but little about her was childish and nothing was innocent. 
 
    “You talk about your wife a lot.” 
 
    Nick wasn’t sure how to respond to that. 
 
    Another long silence. 
 
    “You need help with all the stuff you need to do today?” Trisha asked. 
 
    “No, thanks. I don’t want to trouble you.” 
 
    “Staying in this motel is lonely.” 
 
    Again, Nick didn’t reply. He felt flushed and the ache in his pants was unbearable. 
 
    “I think it would be better for you to stay put so Clayton knows where you are.” 
 
    The expression he got in response was unreadable. Trisha turned, still exposed in the open strip of space left by the half-closed door, and took off her shirt. Nick admired her bare back, smooth and flawless. She took her time putting on her t-shirt. 
 
    When he finally left with a fully clothed Trisha, he felt like he was being released from prison and kicked out of paradise at the same time. 
 
    “You got your gun?” she asked as they got in the car. 
 
    “Yeah, it’s hidden in that bag by your feet.” 
 
    She smiled at him. “You sure showed them, banging away like some action hero.” 
 
    Nick couldn’t help but smile back. 
 
    “You were shooting, too. You sure know how to keep your head in a crisis.” 
 
    She looked out the window as they pulled out of the parking lot. 
 
    “Growing up in my family, I had to. All that screaming. Mom and Dad throwing stuff at each other.” 
 
    “I’m glad you got out.” 
 
    “Yeah, straight into a trailer in the middle of nowhere that gets burned down by Satanists.” 
 
    “That’s not Clayton’s fault. He did his best to protect you.” 
 
    “Oh, sure. I’m not blaming him,” she said in an absentminded way. “But I need to find a place where I’m safe, a decent place where someone will take care of me.” 
 
    From the corner of his eye, Nick saw her staring at him. He kept his eyes on the road. 
 
    So, this teenager really was trying to seduce him. Why? Just because he had a bit more money than Clayton did? 
 
    OK, a lot more money, but it was a pretty nasty way to treat a guy who, as far as Nick could tell, had been nothing but good to her. 
 
    His suspicions about her motives grew when all she bought at the supermarket was makeup and a bit of junk food. Nick reluctantly paid. 
 
    He drove her directly back to the motel. It took all his willpower, and a fair amount of convincing, to get her out of the car. 
 
    “Stay inside the room and keep your gun close,” Nick advised. “The less you’re seen outside, the less chance they’ll spot you.” 
 
    “Sure you don’t want to stay a while?” 
 
    “Positive. I mean, I have things to do. Bye.” 
 
    He peeled out of the parking lot and got back on the business loop, letting out a groan of frustration and relief. 
 
    “Damn, if only poor old Bennett could have seen that!” 
 
    Nick spent much of the rest of the day in target practice, emptying magazine after magazine until his hands and wrists hurt. Slowly, his aim improved. When he finally quit for the day, he bought a flashlight attachment that he could mount on the bottom rail of the Glock. He didn’t want to get caught blind in the dark again. It came with a laser pointer that would hopefully keep him from missing every shot next time. Gus warned him that the battery life was two hours at most, so Nick bought a couple of spares. He also bought a can of pepper spray for Cheryl. He didn’t know whether she wanted it, but he would make sure she carried it anyway. 
 
    While he was at the shooting range, he got a group message from the others. They had decided to meet at Matt’s store at seven that night. He texted back to say he’d be there. 
 
    After he had finished at the range, it was time to pick up Elaine from school. She flounced to the car, her usual bubbly self. As they headed home, Nick decided to let her in on what was going on. 
 
    “Honey, we have a bit of a situation.” 
 
    “Is this what you and Mom were fighting about this morning?” 
 
    Aw, crap. Looks like she wasn’t totally hypnotized by her smartphone after all. 
 
    “Well, yes and no. I’ve had to install a burglar alarm. You know how I study religions? Well, I’ve been studying a cult that’s active here in the woods around town and—” 
 
    “The one that made those Blair Witch stick things?” 
 
    “Yes. Unfortunately, they’re taking the whole horror movie thing too seriously. They’ve been sacrificing dogs and cats and—” 
 
    “Ew. And you know these people?” 
 
    “No. No I don’t. Please don’t interrupt, honey. This is important. I’m helping some local guys track down these people. We can’t contact the police. It’s complicated, but we can’t. And these cultists turned on us. They burned down the home of one of my friends.” 
 
    Nick paused, thinking she’d interrupt again. Instead, Elaine just stared at him, turning pale. He went on. 
 
    “They don’t know where we live but we have to be careful. I’ve installed a burglar alarm and bought a gun. I also bought your mother some pepper spray. She probably won’t want to carry it, but you have to convince her. Until this is all cleared up, you can’t go out at night and you can’t go anywhere alone. You can go to school, because it has security, but that’s it. I know that will cramp your style, but this is about safety.” 
 
    She nodded. “All right, Dad.” 
 
    He squeezed her hand. They were just pulling onto their street. 
 
    “Can I go to theater rehearsal tomorrow night?” 
 
    “Um, sure. The school has security.” 
 
    “OK. So why are they imitating a horror movie? That’s a pretty lame religion.” 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    Nick recalled how the cultists had beaten on the sides of Clayton’s trailer. It was like how the ghost children had beaten on the side of the protagonists’ tent in the movie. The stick men weren’t the only things they were imitating. 
 
    “So, how did you even know about this movie?” Nick asked. “It came out ages ago, before you were born.” 
 
    “Oh, it was showing at the university theater last semester. We couldn’t get in because we were too young, so Tammy downloaded it off Torrent.” 
 
    “You couldn’t get in legally to a movie so you downloaded it illegally?” Nick asked as he parked in the driveway. “We’re going to have to talk about your friend Tammy sometime.” 
 
    They went inside to find Cheryl waiting. She didn’t look happy. Elaine took the hint and retreated to her room. Nick and Cheryl sat down in the kitchen. 
 
    Nick put a hand on Cheryl’s knee. He felt her tense beneath his touch. “Look, before you say anything, I know I messed up. I’m trying to make it right. The important thing right now is to be safe. Here, I bought this for you.” 
 
    He handed her the pepper spray. She gave him an angry look, studied the can for a moment, and then read the instructions. 
 
    “Good, read them and memorize them,” Nick said, then let out a little laugh. “You know I’m always bad at reading the instructions. Remember how long it took me to hook up the router?” 
 
    The joke fell flat. 
 
    “I need to go out tonight. The guys are going to have a meeting about what to do next. We have a pretty good idea where they’ll have their next ritual, and we’re going to stop them.” 
 
    Cheryl’s anger crumbled, replaced with tears. She embraced him. 
 
    “I don’t want you to go,” she moaned. “These people are dangerous. What if you get hurt?” 
 
    He rubbed her back. “I have to go. I have to protect you. Protect Elaine. Just stay put tonight. Keep the burglar alarm on and all the lights, inside and out. Keep that pepper spray on your belt. It has a little attachment for that. I probably won’t be back until late.” 
 
    Cheryl pulled away a little and put a hand on his cheek. 
 
    “Take care, Nick. Do what you have to do.” 
 
    He nodded, too choked up to speak. There was a lot of love in her eyes, as well as something he hadn’t seen in a long, long time. 
 
    Respect. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    CHAPTER EIGHTEEN 
 
      
 
   The Republic Food, Antiques & Book Emporium didn’t look like it had been the site of the first battle in what was becoming an all-out war. The lights were on this time, so Nick got a good look at what Matt Guthrie was willing to defend with his life. The front room was a large convenience store, with glass-fronted refrigerators for drinks and a couple of aisles for snacks, souvenirs, books of crossword puzzles and Sudoku, and anything else people might want on a road trip. The side room was given over to antiques and books. The antiques were mostly pieces of old furniture, clocks, radios, piles of records in faded slipcases, and other items that Nick figured Matt had bought at estate sales. None of it appeared to be rare or collectible, and it all looked more than a little dusty. 
 
    The group was meeting at a card table at the far end of the antiques room, in front of a long shelf of used books. Matt had set out some cheap beer and a couple of bowls of potato chips. Wayne, Carl, and Tobiah were already sitting down. As Nick took a seat, Brandon, Clayton, and Trisha came through the door. 
 
    “Looks like the gang’s all here,” Clayton said, his arm around Trisha’s slim waist. “Let’s get this thing started. Nick, thanks for buying that stuff for Trisha. I kept that receipt and will add it to what I owe you.” 
 
    “Glad to be of help,” Nick said, feeling himself flush and making sure not to look at the teenage girl. “And if you need anything else, just ask. No rush paying me back.” 
 
    “Thanks, man,” Clayton said, sitting down and popping open a can of beer. 
 
    Trisha sat next to Nick and pressed her leg against his. He moved his leg away, but she moved hers to touch him again. Nick tried to remain composed, feeling grateful that the card table hid what she was doing. 
 
    To distract himself and the others, Nick showed Wayne the flashlight and laser sight he had bought. 
 
    “I’ve upgraded your gun,” he told the lean assistant manager of the feed mill. 
 
    “Smart move,” Wayne said, spitting some tobacco juice into an empty beer can. 
 
    “I’ll buy another for my own Glock when I get it. You can keep this one. Consider it a rental fee.” 
 
    “Mighty kind of you. How’s your gunplay coming along?” 
 
    “I practiced a bunch at Gus’s today. I’m improving a bit. Sad to say, I didn’t hit anyone in the firefight last night. If I had, maybe Clayton and Trisha would still have a home.” 
 
    Trisha put a hand on his forearm. Nick tensed. “You tried your best,” she said. 
 
    “Yeah, don’t worry about it, bud,” Clayton said. “If they hadn’t burned it last night, they would have burned it some other night. At least you helped scare them off.” 
 
    Clayton turned to the others and recounted the events of the previous evening. Everyone listened with grim faces. Once Clayton was done, Matt shook his head. 
 
    “Those sons of bitches. I’m surprised they didn’t try the same thing here.” 
 
    “Probably too chickenshit to make a play within sight of the freeway,” Carl said as he reached for another handful of chips. 
 
    “Yeah, probably,” Matt said. “The question is, what do we do now?” 
 
    Everyone turned to Nick. He shifted in his seat, both uncomfortable and flattered to be the center of attention. 
 
    “I think Carl is right. They hide in the woods. They seem to feel comfortable there. It must be one of the keys to their beliefs. Remember how at that ritual they were calling out to the spirits of the land to offer their sacrifice? And they were cursing Republic, Jackson County, and America. They were cursing civilization. And their art, it’s all sticks and twine. Nothing synthetic. They don’t want to be close to civilization. They hate it.” 
 
    “They hate Christian civilization,” Tobiah corrected. “You sure they ain’t some wacko Muslims?” 
 
    Nick shook his head. “Muslims don’t sacrifice animals except for animals they eat, and only on certain holidays. Plus, they weren’t calling out to Allah.” 
 
    Tobiah frowned. “They were calling out to the Devil, and Muslims worship the Devil.” 
 
    Nick opened his mouth, then bit down on his words. He didn’t have time to convince this Bible thumper right now. 
 
    “They’re not Muslims. More likely, they’re some pagan cult. But here’s something strange I discovered. Has anyone seen the movie The Blair Witch Project?” 
 
    Everyone shook their heads. 
 
    “It’s a horror film from 1999, about some students going into the woods to make a documentary about a witch legend. The witch turns out to be real and leaves stick figures of men exactly like the ones we found.” 
 
    “The Devil has a lot of influence in Hollywood,” Tobiah said, nodding. 
 
    Nick ignored that and went on. “Now, Clayton was suggesting that these were students. From what little we saw of them, they did look young. At first, I dismissed that. The cult has more of a local flavor—” 
 
    “What do you mean by that?” Clayton asked. 
 
    I mean they’re acting like a bunch of crazy hicks, Nick thought. Out loud he said, “Oh, the local Native American signs, and going to the old ruins, and calling out to the land. But The Blair Witch Project was shown at the university movie theater last semester. I’ve never seen any locals go to that theater.” 
 
    “We ain’t welcome,” Matt said. 
 
    “Everyone’s welcome on campus,” Nick objected, immediately realizing he had just launched an argument. 
 
    “Oh yeah?” Carl said. “I go there sometimes to use the library and every single time I do, campus security follows me. Every single time. And that movie theater you mentioned? It never sends its listings to the Republic Gazette. Oh, and you ever wonder why a university theater has a student and faculty discount? That’s a nice way of saying that locals pay more.” 
 
    Nick bit his lip. 
 
    “Well, I suppose the university could be more welcoming. But its focus is on the students. After all, they’re the ones paying to use the facilities.” 
 
    “More like their parents pay,” Trisha said. “Spoiled brats. My folks would never pay for college, even if they could afford it.” 
 
    “And we do pay,” Carl said. “I gotta pay fifty bucks a year for my library card. The community library card is free.” 
 
    “Well, that’s because you already pay for it with your taxes,” Nick said. 
 
    “We pay for Republic University with our taxes too,” Wayne said, spitting more tobacco juice into his empty beer can. “State taxes go to support it, and local money goes toward the public sidewalks and roads that pass through it. We pay for a part of town where we ain’t welcome.” 
 
    “Taxation without representation,” Carl said with a nod. “That’s what our forefathers fought against in the American Revolution.” 
 
    Nick raised his hands. “Look, we’re not going to solve town-and-gown troubles tonight. I doubt anyone could ever solve them. Let’s focus on the bloodthirsty arsonist cult, shall we?” 
 
    “The bloodthirsty arsonist cult of students?” Brandon asked. 
 
    “Maybe students,” Nick said. 
 
    “So, why do you think they’re students, besides them imitating a movie that played on campus?” the taxi driver asked. 
 
    “I suppose locals could have imitated the movie. It was a big hit and anyone can rent or download it. But I’m thinking now that it might be students. They were young, as we saw, and they tracked my office down pretty quickly. I teach Anthropology 101, an introductory course that a lot of freshmen take as part of their social sciences requirement. I also teach a mythology class that’s very popular. Lots of students know me. Right now, literally hundreds of students at Republic University have been in one of my classes. I was spotted at the site at the end of the jogging trail, and then at the gunfight just down the road here. They even filmed me that time. And with there being eight of them, chances are one would have recognized me.” 
 
    Nick had been thinking things through as he talked, and his own words filled him with terror. Clayton put those fears into words. 
 
    “Well shit, bud. Looks like you’re in more danger than all of us put together.” 
 
    Nick nodded. “That stick figure outside my window was a warning. They don’t want to make an attack in town, like I said. But if I keep going after them, they’ll hit back at me out of a sense of self-preservation.” 
 
    “Then pull out,” Clayton said. “You’ve done plenty. This ain’t your fight.” 
 
    Nick looked at him sharply. “How isn’t this my fight? They shot at me. They threatened me. I may work on campus, but I live in this community. My family won’t be safe until these people are stopped.” 
 
    Clayton smiled. “Well, ain’t that fine? Someone from the university finally gives a shit about Republic. Don’t worry, bud, we’ll do everything we can to keep your family safe.” 
 
    “Give us your address,” Brandon said. “Any time we’re in that part of town, we’ll pass by your house and check on it.” 
 
    Nick thanked him and gave everyone his address. 
 
    “I live just past that neighborhood,” Tobiah said. “I can pass through to and from work. That’s two patrols a day right there.” 
 
    “I go through that neighborhood a lot too,” Brandon said. “I get a lot of rides from there.” 
 
    “We’ll all make sure we go through,” Wayne said. “Don’t worry, Nick. We’ll keep a good eye on your family.” 
 
    Trisha pressed her leg more against his. Nick supposed that was supposed to be reassuring. Instead, he found it distracting. 
 
    “Thanks, guys,” Nick said. “Now let’s figure out what we’re doing tonight.” 
 
    “Check on a couple of those ritual sites,” Matt said. “I say we split into two groups like we did last time. One will go to Clayton’s place. See if those sickos have returned to the scene of the crime. The other can go …” Matt looked at Nick. 
 
    Nick pulled out the copy of the 1908 map he’d gotten from the historical society. He pointed to a spot of open countryside with scattered farms and a small concentration at the intersection of two thin lines that indicated dirt roads. 
 
    “We still need to check out this place. If they want to make a pentagram around Republic, like I said, that would be a good spot.” 
 
    Brandon leaned forward. “I didn’t get a chance to tell you before, but I wrote down that spot when you showed it to us last time. I got a chance to go out there this morning. Those dirt roads are now county roads. I saw some thickets that might hide old houses, and only one lonely old farm right at the intersection. I stopped to ask the owner if he had seen anything suspicious but didn’t get the chance.” 
 
    “Why not?” Nick asked. 
 
    Brandon grimaced. “Because he thought I was the one being suspicious.” 
 
    “He get all Ku Klux on you?” Carl asked. 
 
    “You might say that, yes. I felt like getting all Black Panther on his cracker ass.” 
 
    Everyone chuckled except Nick, who felt uncomfortable. 
 
    “I’m sorry that happened, Brandon,” he said. 
 
    The taxi driver looked at him curiously. “You’re not the one who needs to apologize.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, I don’t think you’re going to get an apology from him.” 
 
    “That doesn’t put it on you,” Brandon replied. “I say we go back there tonight. I’ll go in that patrol to show y’all where it is. Professor, you come too since you haven’t seen that spot before. And for the other two, how about Carl and Tobiah?” 
 
    “Right,” Matt said. “Me, Wayne, Clayton, and Trisha will go check out their place. Maybe they did a ritual after the firefighters left, or maybe they’re planning to do one tonight.” 
 
    “We have to do these patrols every night,” Wayne said. “I’m going to have to change the work schedule at the feed mill. Guys, let’s figure out how to make the most of our time.” 
 
    While the feed mill workers hashed out their schedules, Nick stepped away from the table, relieved to get away from Trisha’s tempting warmth. What was that girl thinking, anyway? Her boyfriend was right there! 
 
    The drama these people create for themselves, Nick thought. 
 
    Nick rummaged through the used books Matt was selling. Even in a situation like this, he couldn’t resist a bookshop. A lot of it was junk, old romance novels and Westerns, but he did find a volume on the local Native Americans. 
 
    He turned and held it up. “Looks like you made a sale, Matt.” 
 
    “Put that on my tab, Matt,” Clayton said. “A present for the professor for helping me out.” 
 
    Nick almost tried to argue with him but realized it would hurt his feelings. Clayton, like all the others, had a strong sense of pride, as well as something akin to honor. Nick hadn’t expected to find that among the locals. 
 
    That honor included a code that neighbor should help neighbor. Now Nick was part of that. 
 
    That also included hunting down a dangerous religion at night in the middle of nowhere. Nick checked and rechecked his pistol as Brandon drove them to the old crossroads. Carl and Tobiah sat in the back seat, checking their own guns. 
 
    Sitting among these quietly confident and efficient men gave Nick an odd sense of pride. They were uneducated and unrefined, but he’d rely on any one of these near-strangers before he relied on any of his colleagues in the anthropology department. 
 
    And he had the dark feeling he’d need to rely on these guys all too soon. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    CHAPTER NINETEEN 
 
      
 
   The crossroads were well out of town. No lights were nearby. For Nick, who had always left town via the highway, it was a shock to see how quickly civilization ended and the countryside began. Passing through a neighborhood of Republic that Nick had never visited, Brandon drove them in his taxi onto a county road and past a few lonely farmhouses. 
 
    Soon those were gone, and they drove for some time without seeing anything. 
 
    “Are we there yet?” Nick asked. 
 
    “Oh, now, don’t start talking like my kids,” Brandon said. “We’ll be there soon.” 
 
    “Tell us if you need to get out and take a wee-wee,” Carl joked from the back seat. 
 
    “Wiseass.” Nick chuckled. 
 
    Everyone else laughed too, including Tobiah, who rarely cracked a smile. The laughter sounded forced, though, and Nick knew they were all masking the fear he himself felt. 
 
    The drive continued for some time, the world narrowed down to the space delineated by Brandon’s headlights. They saw nothing but the cracked asphalt ahead and the bushes and trees crowding in from either side. Occasionally, they opened into what Nick assumed were fields. After a while, Brandon switched off his headlights, slowed down, and leaned forward, his nose almost touching the windshield. 
 
    “No point announcing our presence,” he explained. 
 
    After another couple of minutes, he pulled off on a grassy area to the side of the road. 
 
    “We’ll walk the rest of the way. It’s not far.” 
 
    They got out and made a final weapons check. Nick kept his safety on, not trusting himself. The last thing he needed to do was make a panicked shot in the dark and add to the statistics of accidental firearms deaths. 
 
    The others weren’t so hesitant. Carl had brought along his rifle. Tobiah had strapped a handgun to his belt, while Brandon opened his jean jacket to reveal a shoulder holster. 
 
    “Isn’t concealed carry illegal in this state?” Nick asked. His manual on gun ownership had mentioned that. 
 
    “So is robbing cab drivers,” Brandon said. 
 
    Carl chuckled. “You ever see that old movie Shaft? Brandon’s just like him, one bad motherfucker.” 
 
    “Watch your mouth,” Tobiah grumbled. 
 
    “He’s only talking about Shaft,” Brandon said. He and Carl laughed. 
 
    “Be quiet and quit fooling around, or do you want to be cracking jokes in Hades?” Tobiah asked. 
 
    With a final grin, Brandon led them down the road. The night was quiet but for the soft whir of cicadas. For once it was clear, and the stars and the thin sliver of the crescent moon gave them a little light. Republic was a distant glow on the horizon behind them. 
 
    Brandon walked a little ahead, with the other three spread out across the road behind him. The taxi driver slowed to a stop. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Tobiah whispered. 
 
    “We’re almost there, but I don’t see that cracker’s house lights,” Brandon whispered back. 
 
    Peering through the near darkness, Nick could just make out the intersection of the two narrow roads about fifty yards ahead. A few trees and bushes obscured the view, but he thought he saw the dark, rectangular shape of a house just to the left of the intersection. Nick approached Brandon and pointed. 
 
    “Is that it?” he whispered. 
 
    Brandon nodded. 
 
    Nick licked his lips. Anyone living out here would leave a light burning outside their home. All the farms they had passed on their nighttime patrols had done so. 
 
    Something was wrong. 
 
    Everyone stood still for a moment, listening. They heard nothing but the cicadas and the slight breeze rustling the grass and bushes. Nick noticed a plane flying high overhead—some jet flying from city to city, full of contently bored passengers locked in a brightly lit cocoon where all was mundane and normal and safe. 
 
    The four men began to advance. Nick found that he had drawn his pistol and flicked off the safety. The others had their guns at the ready, too. Brandon angled to the left, passing in front of Nick, and for a terrifying moment Nick realized he had his finger on the trigger and the gun pointed right at the taxi driver’s back. Heart beating wildly, Nick eased his finger off the trigger and placed it on the trigger guard. 
 
    As they approached the intersection, Brandon crouched behind some bushes lining the road between them and the house. The others followed suit. 
 
    They waited a long moment. Nick could see the house more clearly now, a low prefab structure by the county road. The land was open around and behind it except for a larger black shape behind and to the left of the house—no doubt the farmer’s field and barn. 
 
    “Something’s definitely wrong,” Brandon whispered. 
 
    “What do we do?” Carl asked. 
 
    “Face the music,” Tobiah said. “We ain’t going to stop these demons hiding here.” 
 
    Carl got behind a larger bush and stood, aiming his rifle at the house. 
 
    “You men go ahead. I’ll cover you.” 
 
    They angled across the intersection, the moonlight silhouetting them against the pavement. Nick felt terribly exposed until they got to the meager shelter of the opposite side of the road. A few strands of barbed wire blocked them from going far beyond the roadside, but at least they could walk along a narrow strip of grass. The soft earth muffled their footsteps and their figures were less exposed against the darker soil and grass. 
 
    The walked in single file. To his horror, Nick found himself in front. 
 
    The soft creak of an opening door made them freeze. 
 
    Nick peered at the front porch—a mass of thick shadows that revealed nothing. He couldn’t even see the door clearly. He heard no footsteps. Perhaps the occupant had opened the door a little to fire out at them? 
 
    Tobiah’s shouted words sounded like an explosion ripping through the still night. 
 
    “You in there! We’re friends. Good Christian men. Are you in trouble? Do you need any help?” 
 
    Nick gritted his teeth. Tobiah had just given away their position. The farmer could blow them away. 
 
    Or maybe the Bible thumper was being smart and avoiding friendly fire. 
 
    Either way, they got no response. 
 
    “Now what?” Nick whispered. 
 
    The door creaked again. 
 
    “Are you all right in there?” Tobiah called out again, making Nick wince. “Just tell us you’re all right and we’ll go. We’re not looking for you; we’re looking for some strangers up to no good around here. You seen anybody?” 
 
    The breeze picked up a little. The door creaked again, louder and longer this time. 
 
    “Wait a minute,” Tobiah said, moving past Brandon and Nick. 
 
    “Careful,” Brandon whispered. 
 
    Tobiah approached the house, then stopped a few yards from the porch. 
 
    “The door is open. It’s swinging in the wind.” 
 
    Nick and Brandon followed him and saw that what he said was true. 
 
    “This is bad,” Nick said. 
 
    They split up, he and Tobiah heading to the right of the door and Brandon heading to the left. They got on the porch and hugged the wall. Once again, Nick found himself in front. The door creaked open a few inches. Nick caught a whiff of a foul smell, like a dirty public restroom mingled with something else, something undefinable. 
 
    Squaring his shoulders, Nick flicked on the flashlight and the laser sight mounted on his Glock. He shone them through the half-open door. 
 
    What he saw made him freeze. 
 
    It was the farmer’s living room. All the furniture had been pushed to one side. Nailed to the back wall was an older man. His body was spread-eagled, his stomach cut open, his hands and feet gone. The carpet beneath him was soaked with blood and heaped with intestines. Drawn in blood on the back wall were depictions of the stick figures they had so often found—the man and the wolf, the Devil’s head and pentagram, and above all the Thunderbird, covering the scene with wide-spreading wings. 
 
    Nick stumbled back, almost dropping his gun. Somehow, he didn’t lose his dinner. 
 
    Brandon wasn’t so lucky. He leaned against the doorframe, puking his guts out. 
 
    “Lord have mercy,” Tobiah said, his voice shaky. 
 
    Nick shuddered and forced himself to look at the grisly scene once more. He stepped into the room, leading with his gun. Vaguely, he was aware of his two companions following him, Tobiah first, Brandon a little less steadily. Brandon pulled a flashlight out of his pocket and flicked it on. 
 
    They passed through the house room by room, looking for the people who had done this, but they came up with nothing. 
 
    The little prefab structure didn’t take long to search. Soon they were back in the living room. 
 
    The three of them stood in silence. 
 
    Tearing his eyes away from the poor man nailed to the wall, Nick looked around the room. A large Confederate flag hung on one wall above the sofa. A cluster of photos hung on the other wall, showing the man and his wife and their grown children. He wondered where they were. Hopefully away for the evening. 
 
    Nick spotted a cluster of shiny objects in front of the body. Trying not to look at the huge pool of blood and offal against the wall, he approached. 
 
    Condoms. Seven of them. 
 
    The crack of a shot outside made him spin around. 
 
    “That sounded like a rifle,” Tobiah said. 
 
    “Carl!” Brandon shouted. 
 
    They all ran for the door as the rifle fired twice more. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    CHAPTER TWENTY 
 
      
 
    Adrenaline coursing through his veins, Nick almost rushed headlong out the door, but Tobiah grabbed him at the last minute. 
 
    They peeked around the doorframe. A gunshot briefly flared near where Carl had been covering their approach. Another shot replied, although they couldn’t see from where it came. 
 
    Then three more shots sounded in rapid succession. They saw Carl’s heavy frame huff around the corner. 
 
    Nick stepped out the door and fired three times. He had no idea what he was firing at, but he had to cover Carl’s escape. He aimed at the bushes where Carl had been. 
 
    Someone was shouting something, but he didn’t hear what it was. 
 
    “Turn off your flashlight; you’re a sitting duck!” Tobiah shouted again. 
 
    Nick yelped in fear as he realized his mistake. He was shooting blind into the night while advertising his presence to whoever had shot at Carl. He hit the button to turn off the light. After a moment standing there, he realized they still knew where he was and so he moved to the end of the porch. Tobiah and Brandon knelt inside either side of the door, guns at the ready. Carl huffed up onto the porch and went prone, looking down the sights of his hunting rifle. 
 
    Silence. 
 
    Nick and his friends peered into the darkness, trying to spot the hooded figures they knew lurked somewhere out there. 
 
    They saw no one. There was no movement, and no shots came. 
 
    Until they all came at once. 
 
    From diagonally across the intersection, half a dozen muzzle flares erupted behind a row of bushes. The shrubbery flickered in and out of sight as the guns fired. Bullets smacked into the walls of the house. One hit the pillar just inches from Nick’s head. Dimly, he realized he was firing back, as were the other three men. Nick was too frightened to remember to look for the red dot of his laser sight. He simply fired, hoping to hit something. 
 
    After a minute, the firing from the bushes died down. Nick had run out of shots and was fumbling in the darkness, trying to reload his magazine. His ears rang, and he couldn’t hear what his friends were doing, or even if they were alive. 
 
    On the other side of the porch, Carl’s shadowy bulk shifted. He crawled to the door. Nick’s battered eardrums couldn’t catch the quick, whispered conversation, so he moved to him. 
 
    “You all right, Professor?” 
 
    “Yeah. Is everyone else?” 
 
    “Yeah. Those guys can’t shoot for shit.” 
 
    Nick didn’t think they had been any more successful, but he decided to not bring that up. 
 
    “They killed a man in there,” Nick told him. 
 
    “The farmer?” 
 
    Before Nick could reply, they heard a metallic thunk down the street. A tongue of flame licked the night, followed by a brilliant flare and whoosh. 
 
    Brandon’s taxi went up in a ball of flames. 
 
    “Motherfuckers!” Brandon shouted. 
 
    He burst out of the doorway, leaped off the porch, and ran for the intersection. 
 
    “Brandon, don’t!” Nick cried. 
 
    “Cover him!” Tobiah said. 
 
    Tobiah and Carl started firing, although they still had no idea where the enemy was. Nick figured it was to keep the cultists’ heads down. Nick finally got his gun reloaded and fired a cluster of shots around the burning car. 
 
    Brandon made it to the intersection, paused, and then ran down the street toward his flaming taxi, firing as he went. 
 
    “We have to help him!” Nick said. 
 
    Even as the words came out of his mouth, he was running after the taxi driver. He didn’t stop to see whether the others were following. 
 
    When Nick got to the intersection, he had to shield his eyes from the glare of the burning vehicle. Brandon stood not far in front of him, his arms slack. 
 
    “You all right?” Nick asked. 
 
    “They hopped into a car and drove off. I hit the car at least once. Hope I killed one of those sons of bitches.” 
 
    Tobiah joined them. Carl, his face glistening with sweat, caught up a few seconds later. 
 
    “Now what the hell do we do?” he asked. 
 
    “Get out of here,” Brandon said over the roar of his burning taxi. “We got to call the cops.” 
 
    The crash of a breaking window back at the house made them all turn. A wavering light appeared in the doorway, gaining in intensity. 
 
    “Shit, they set fire to the house,” Nick said. “They’re burning the evidence!” 
 
    Carl, who was closest to the intersection, ducked behind the line of bushes and moved closer to the house. He rose, leveled his rifle, and then lowered it again. 
 
    As Nick caught up to him, he saw why the forklift driver hadn’t fired. 
 
    A car was zooming away down the county road, its tail lights two dwindling dots in the night. 
 
    “Let’s go,” Brandon said. “Even in the middle of nowhere like this, someone is sure to have heard the shots and seen these fires. We don’t want to be here when the cops show up.” 
 
    They traveled at a fast walk down the county road in the opposite direction from where the second car of cultists had left. Brandon told them that this route would get them to another road that would take them into town. 
 
    “That’s a few miles, though. Let’s see if we can get a ride.” 
 
    He called the other team stationed near the remains of Clayton’s house, clear on the other side of town. He tried each person in turn, but no one picked up. 
 
    “I hope they’re all right,” he said, putting the phone back in his pocket. 
 
    “They have bad reception out there,” Nick said. “Maybe they just didn’t receive your calls.” 
 
    “Let’s pray to God you’re right,” Tobiah said. 
 
    He didn’t say that just as something to say. As the flames rose higher above the distant farmhouse, the man stopped in the middle of the road and began praying loudly for the safety of their friends. Nick wanted to go. Every second they spent close to the scene of the battle increased their chances of getting caught. 
 
    But he bit his words and bowed his head with the rest. 
 
    Tobiah followed with a prayer for the soul of the farmer. Thankfully, it was short. When Tobiah ended with a loud “Amen,” Nick found himself joining in with the others. 
 
    “Now let’s get out of here,” Tobiah said. 
 
    At least he’s a practical Bible thumper, Nick thought. 
 
    They walked along the county road for a time in silence. Nick couldn’t shake the image of that dead man nailed to the wall of his own living room. This had escalated all too quickly. The cult had only been warming up with those animals, gaining courage and working its way up to a killing frenzy. 
 
    But why the farmer? Had he disturbed a ritual, or had he been part of it? This final ritual spot completed the pentagram. Nick assumed that animal sacrifices had been made at all points of the five-pointed star, including ones they hadn’t seen. Did the ritual now call for human sacrifices at each point? 
 
    That meant four more deaths. 
 
    Unless more rituals were planned beyond that. 
 
    One detail confused him—the condoms. He had seen seven of them. He had found clusters of condoms at two other locations, too—the mound of boulders with petroglyphs and the cave with the Thunderbird. He had counted seven of them in the living room. He’d have to check his photos, but he bet that seven had been at each of the other two locations as well. 
 
    Seven condoms, eight cultists that they had seen. 
 
    But one cultist was a woman. 
 
    Were they each taking turns with her? Was that a part of the ritual? 
 
    Had they taken turns with her while that farmer hung bleeding on the wall? 
 
    Nick shuddered. How could it have come to this? Who the hell were these people, and why did they hate Republic and its people so much? 
 
    And why had they done the sexual part of the ritual at the petroglyph points and not at the points of the pentagram? The petroglyph sites were farther out from Republic, so perhaps they weren’t convenient for making a pentagram. However, with those ancient carvings, the cult would have seen them as having power. They would probably conduct more rituals there, maybe even sacrifices. 
 
    The sound of a police siren in the distance, rising in pitch, broke into his thoughts. The men found an overgrown area by the side of the road and hid as the patrol car shot past. 
 
    When they got back on the road, Brandon checked his phone. “We’re coming to an intersection a little ways ahead. We’re getting a signal now. I’m going right, you boys go left. That’s the direct way back to town. Try to reach the other team and get them to pick you up. I’m going to call the police.” 
 
    “You sure that’s a good idea?” Carl asked. 
 
    “That’s my car burning back there. They’ll be sure to find a serial number or something to trace it back to me. If I don’t hand myself in, I’m going to face some hard questions.” 
 
    “But what will you tell them?” Nick asked. 
 
    “I’m going to say that I was driving along when those motherfuckers in the hoods stopped me. They held me up and robbed me.” Brandon grabbed his wallet from out of his pocket. “Here, take this and give it back to me later. Then they looked set to kill me when I ran off into the fields and got away from them. They burned my car out of spite. I’ll pretend I don’t know nothing about that murder or the house.” 
 
    “They might arrest you on suspicion,” Tobiah said. 
 
    Brandon nodded, looking grim. “They might at that. Here, take this.” He took off his gun and shoulder holster and handed them to Tobiah. “Can’t be found with this.” 
 
    Nick put a hand on his shoulder. “Take care.” 
 
    The taxi driver snorted. “You’re the ones in trouble. I’m going to be safe at the police station.” 
 
    Brandon stopped and dialed 911. Nick and the other two men quickly walked away, leaving him alone in the dark. 
 
    “I hope he’ll be all right,” Nick said quietly. 
 
    “Must be half the cops in Jackson County at that fire by now,” Tobiah said. “They’ll pick him up in just a few minutes.” 
 
    “No, I mean, what if the cops rough him up or something?” Nick said. 
 
    “Oh, because all our cops are rednecks and will beat up a black man as soon as spit?” Carl said. “You got a lot to learn about the town you live in, bud.” 
 
    “It happens in big cities back East too,” Nick objected. 
 
    “Not as much as those idiots in Black Lives Matter say it does. Even when it does, most of them got it coming. Hell, half the time it’s a black cop doing the shooting. Brandon is well-known in these parts. The cops aren’t going to hurt him.” 
 
    Nick shrugged and said nothing. Tobiah called Clayton and managed to get him on the phone. After a brief conversation, he hung up. 
 
    “They’re coming for us,” he said. “They found traces of another ritual at the ruined village near where Clayton had his trailer. No cultists, though. Looks like we had the whole gang up here.” 
 
    Nick let out a sigh of relief. “At least they’re safe. You know, we’ve never seen more than eight of those people. I’m beginning to think that’s all there is.” 
 
    “Good,” Tobiah said. “I have a twelve-round clip. That means I can miss four times.” 
 
    Nick touched the Glock in the holster on his belt. Tobiah’s words weren’t simple bluster. He meant them. Tobiah saw this as a war between good and evil. After what he had seen, Nick couldn’t help but agree. Only a few days earlier, although it felt like years, Nick had looked at all this as a bit of a lark. It had gotten serious too quickly. A man was dead, and the cult members had burned down Clayton’s house and tried to kill the three people inside it. They had to be stopped. 
 
    At least the police would be on the case now. Brandon would tell them all they had seen, framing it as his own story to protect the rest of them. 
 
    But how much did they know, really? Eight young people, one a woman. Some stick figures inspired by Native American rock art and a horror movie from the Nineties. Some ritual sites in the woods. What did the police have to go on? The sheriff seemed like a good man, and capable in his own way, but this wasn’t his usual type of case. 
 
    With a trembling resolve, Nick realized their work wasn’t done. These guys had assumed Nick was an expert in the occult and could track down the killers. Now it seemed he had grown into that role, gaining the knowledge and at least part of the courage he needed to fight the evil in the woods around Republic. 
 
    He rested his hand on his borrowed firearm. Yes, he would continue to hunt these bastards because they were hunting him. He would track them down and if they tried to resist, he would shoot them. 
 
    When he decided to do this, a strange feeling tremored through his body—a mixture of fear, excitement, and nausea. But over all these emotions rode another one, far stronger than the rest put together. An emotion he hadn’t felt in many years. 
 
    Determination. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE 
 
      
 
   Clayton and Trisha met them a couple miles outside town in Clayton’s pickup truck. The three men piled gratefully into the back and sat still as they drove back to Matt’s shop, utterly worn out from the night’s tension. 
 
    They resolved to meet back at the store early the next afternoon. Wayne had arranged for all the group members who worked at the feed mill to have the next couple of days off. They would need the group’s full strength now that events were coming to a head. They planned to go around to each of the ritual sites by day, as well as to a couple more abandoned settlements on Nick’s map that they hadn’t yet checked. Then they would meet and figure out their next move. 
 
    Nick said he would join them in the afternoon. He wanted to check on some things at the university first. 
 
    He drove home, more asleep than awake. 
 
    Cheryl was waiting up for him. She sat on the sofa, all the downstairs lights on, the can of pepper spray sitting next to her. 
 
    “Anything happen?” he asked. 
 
    “Not around here,” she said, rising to give him a tight embrace. “I heard about the fires over the police scanner.” 
 
    “Police scanner?” 
 
    As if on cue, a small black box crackled on the coffee table. 
 
    “Patrol car 18, returning to station.” 
 
    “When did you get that?” Nick asked. 
 
    “Today. If you’re out there in danger, I need to know what’s going on.” 
 
    “Smart woman.” They sat. 
 
    “Elaine thinks I’ve gone nuts,” his wife said with a smile. She grew serious. “So, what happened?” 
 
    Nick told her everything, then went back and told her everything that had occurred since he’d first seen the stick figures in the woods while jogging. He left nothing out. Cheryl listened without interruption or expression. When he finished, she sat thinking for a minute. 
 
    “You’re doing the right thing, Nick. You shouldn’t have kept it from me, but other than that, you’ve been doing what you had to do. I’m proud of you.” 
 
    Right then, there were no better words she could have said. They hugged, and the hug turned into a kiss, which turned into them creeping upstairs so as not to awaken their daughter and making quiet love in their bedroom until they both fell into an exhausted sleep. 
 
    The next morning, during his Anthropology 101 class, Nick performed an experiment. He skipped the scheduled lecture on cultural diffusion and instead spoke about local Native American legends, with specific reference to petroglyphs and the legend of the Thunderbird. He studied each of the sixty faces staring blankly back at him for signs of interest or discomfort. He found nothing but the usual passivity and mild boredom. 
 
    After that morning, he did the same with his Alternative Religions course, a higher level and much smaller class. That class was made up of upperclassmen, many of whom were anthropology or sociology majors, or who were majoring in other fields but were interested enough to take the course as one of their electives. 
 
    Here, the faces registered more engagement, and Nick found himself second-guessing every expression. Was that girl expressing guilt or simple innocent disgust when she suddenly narrowed her eyes as he discussed animal and human sacrifice? Was that boy’s eager question about the Thunderbird simply idle curiosity or a quest to add to his own religious beliefs? Was that jock’s suppressed yawn a confession that he had been killing someone the previous night or the result of midweek partying? 
 
    Nick couldn’t see these students as simple kids anymore. Now they were all potential murderers. 
 
    Frustrated that his little trick hadn’t produced anything, he went to Bennett’s office. A young co-ed was just leaving. With hungry eyes, the archaeologist watched her go. 
 
    “My, my,” he muttered as Nick came in. “Did you see that?” 
 
    “Uh, yeah. Hey, I had a few more questions about the petroglyphs.” 
 
    “Sure,” Bennett said, glancing at his computer. Nick figured that Bennett would rather be looking at porn in honor of his having been in close proximity to a real woman. Nick wondered if Bennett ever went to Dream Cum True. Perhaps Nick would see him going in there the next time he and his friends went to the Drunken Indian. 
 
    Friends? Nick wondered. He was thinking of those hicks as friends now? 
 
    Yes, he realized. They had helped him out. Even now they were taking turns driving by his house to make sure his family was safe. They may not be up for intellectual conversation, but they had his back. That was real friendship. 
 
    “Um, your questions?” Bennett asked with an air of impatience. 
 
    “Oh, right. Sorry, I’ve been feeling distracted lately. I was wondering whether the various symbols had some sort of hierarchy of importance. Were some considered more sacred than others?” 
 
    “Well, it’s hard to tell at this far of a remove. Of course, plenty of ink has been spilt over this issue,” Bennett chuckled. “If you want my personal interpretation, I think the symbols of the wolf, moon, and of course the Thunderbird take precedence over human and animal figures and abstract shapes. They appear more prominently and are often at the center of the composition.” 
 
    “Why ‘of course the Thunderbird’?” 
 
    “The Native American mythos was a mix of animism and polytheism. They saw spirits in every living thing, overseen by a multitude of deities. The Thunderbird was literally the biggest, and in the lore of various tribes it is often called upon for aid by heroes and gods. The wolf was one of the most important totem animals, especially in this region. The moon, of course, was an integral part of rituals.” 
 
    “How so?” 
 
    “As you know from your research into more contemporary religions, the phases of the moon are tied to the sacred calendar. The full moon was seen as a time of high magic, both good and bad. The new moon, the darkest nights, marked the most dangerous time.” 
 
    Nick felt a prickle down his spine. The past few nights, the moon had been a waning crescent. The previous night, he had noticed it was barely a sliver. 
 
    That meant tonight would be the new moon. 
 
    “Have any of your students asked about all this?” Nick asked. 
 
    “Not really. Why?” 
 
    “I … as I said, I’m studying how ancient symbols are used in a modern context, so I’m interested in students who are using these symbols for their own purposes.” 
 
    Bennett shrugged. “A couple of the archaeology students have Native American symbols on t-shirts. One gal has a turtle tattoo, as in Turtle Island, the name for North America in some tribes.” 
 
    “Really? Anyone I know?” 
 
    “Kris. Works in the archaeology lab. Big girl.” Bennett said this in a dismissive voice. Apparently, the department’s porn addict didn’t have a fat fetish. None of the cultists appeared overweight, so Nick struck her off the list of suspects. 
 
    What list of suspects? Nick asked himself. I’m no closer to finding these nutcases than the first day I saw those stick figures. 
 
    Nick thanked him and left. As soon as he walked out the door, Bennett turned to his computer. 
 
    Stumped, Nick closed his office door even though it was his office hours. He searched through social media for something, anything that might give him a clue. He found a Students of Republic University group on Facebook. Nick signed on and was surprised to find that the group had only six hundred and eighty-three members. More than eighteen thousand students attended Republic University. Then Nick remembered Elaine saying that Facebook was for “old people.” He shrugged and searched the group anyway. He found a lot of complaints about the hicks in Republic, and a long thread about what had happened to Brett Dawson down by the river, as well as various racist insults about black kids. 
 
    He didn’t find much else, though. He shook his head in frustration. What did he expect, a post saying, “Join our cult and kill locals”? He supposed there would be more discussion on Snapchat and Instagram. Elaine had told him those were popular with her crowd. He’d never been on either of them. 
 
    Nick walked out of his office. Now he had to check the historical society. As he went down the hall, several professors filed past him, heading in the other direction. One of the other anthropologists, a doddering old guy whose career was even more over than Nick’s own, croaked at him, “Don’t forget the faculty meeting is in five minutes.” 
 
    Shit. He had forgotten all about that. 
 
    “I’ll be right back,” he said with a smile. 
 
    Yeah, right after I grill the woman at the historical society and plan battle strategy at a bar called the Drunken Indian while carrying an illegal firearm. You see, I have a feeling the main sacrifice is going to be tonight and that’s a bit more important than discussing changes to our paperwork. 
 
    Nick couldn’t help but smile as he left the department and strode across the quad. The meeting room overlooked the quad, and the assembled professors and department head would see him leave. Too bad. He had stopped caring. 
 
    He had finally found something worthwhile to do. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO 
 
      
 
   The woman at the historical society was sitting at her desk, just like she’d been doing the last time Nick visited. Not reading, not working on anything, just sitting with pursed lips and a stern frown on her face. Like before, she was the only one there. 
 
    Nick put on his best smile. “Good afternoon. It’s nice to see you again.” 
 
    “Hello,” the librarian said. Even that seemed to take effort. 
 
    “I was wondering whether you had anything on the Native Americans in the region.” 
 
    Her sour look grew even more sour. “The university has an archaeological museum for that sort of thing. We focus on the area’s Christian people.” 
 
    “I see. Perhaps you have some more information about the abandoned towns I was asking about?” 
 
    The woman got up with a sigh and walked over to a file cabinet. 
 
    “These are our vertical files, cuttings from newspapers and magazines.” 
 
    She opened a drawer and flipped through the papers until she got to a thick folder marked “Towns—Ghost.” She handed it to him. 
 
    “Did my students come down here? I asked them to look up a few things.” 
 
    “We don’t get many students here.” 
 
    “Oh, it was last semester,” Nick guessed. “A group of guys and a girl? Perhaps you remember them. They were looking into old towns. I just wanted to check that they had done their research.” 
 
    The woman nodded. “Oh yes, now that you mention it, they did come down here. Made quite a racket, if I recall. Big city children aren’t raised with any manners these days. Made quite a mess of the vertical files, too. I had to sort everything.” 
 
    “I’m sorry they gave you trouble. They can be quite a handful,” Nick said, his heart beating faster. “Can you remember what they asked to see?” 
 
    Nick asked this while moving to a table and sitting down. He was trying to act casual, but the file folder shook in his hands. 
 
    The woman’s brow furrowed. “Don’t you remember the assignment you gave them?” 
 
    Thinking fast, Nick said, “Oh, it was an open-ended assignment about traces of the past in Jackson County. One paper mentioned the ghost towns, which sparked my interest, and I decided to follow it up. I was curious about whether they explored some avenues I haven’t yet.” 
 
    “They looked at the books and maps I showed you, and they looked at that vertical file. Oh, and they were interested in the rock art the savages put up. God knows why.” 
 
    “Do you have a vertical file on that?” 
 
    The librarian turned and opened the file cabinet again. She returned with a slim folder. 
 
    “Here you go.” 
 
    Nick felt tempted to point out that less than five minutes earlier, she had said the historical society didn’t have anything on Native Americans. He decided to let it slide. 
 
    “There are some articles on the Devil drawings the redskins put up around the area,” she told him. “Many have disappeared because of development.” 
 
    “I heard there was a big drawing of a Thunderbird down by the river.” 
 
    “Yes, I think that’s what they called it. There’s a newspaper article about it in that file.” 
 
    She went back to her desk. Nick searched the file. 
 
    “Excuse me, I can’t find that article on the Thunderbird.” 
 
    The librarian came over and flipped through the folder. 
 
    “Those kids,” she muttered. “Several articles are missing.” 
 
    “Which ones?” 
 
    “The one on the cave, another on a bunch of rocks with drawings here in Jackson county. One or two others, I’m not sure exactly.” 
 
    “They stole them?” 
 
    “Quicker than taking notes, I suppose. Those students cause a lot of trouble around here.” 
 
    Don’t I know it. 
 
    “Can you remember their names? I’ll look into it.” 
 
    The librarian thought for a moment, then shook her head. 
 
    “Not sure I ever asked. There were a few of them, all boys and a girl, like you say. Acting all high and mighty, like college students do. I remember one had several scars on his face. And the girl was quite the harlot.” 
 
    “How so?” 
 
    “When they came in, she was hanging on one of the boys in an unseemly manner. After a while, she switched to hanging on another boy, and the first boy didn’t seem to care. When they left, she was hanging on a third boy. How these kids carry on! It’s a bad influence on the community.” 
 
    As she said this, she glared at Nick, as if the students’ behavior were his fault. 
 
    “Can you remember anything else?” Nick asked. “I’ll look into it and try to get the students punished.” 
 
    Will I ever, he added silently. 
 
    “No, it was quite some time ago. Let me think.” 
 
    She returned to her desk, leaving Nick to read through the files. He spent another hour there but learned little else. The newspaper and magazine articles were all popular-level accounts, vague and often contradictory. However, they did show that the local people took an interest in their past. Carl and Brandon weren’t the only history buffs in Jackson County. 
 
    It was time to meet the guys. And girl. Nick hoped Trisha would be there while simultaneously dreading that possibility. 
 
    To soothe his conscience about his desire for someone else’s girlfriend, he texted Cheryl to remind her where he was going and to tell her that he would be late coming back. He didn’t tell her that he was probably headed for a final showdown. She was worried enough as it was. 
 
    He handed the files back to the librarian. 
 
    “I remembered one more thing about your students,” she said. The final two words carried a tone of accusation. 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “They asked for a copy of the same map you did. Then they started drawing all over it. Seemed strange to me. When I tried to see what they were doing, they rolled up the map and started giving me sass. 
 
    So, they really are plotting out a pentagram around Republic, Nick thought. She’s lucky they didn’t kill her. 
 
    Nick thanked her and left. 
 
    He broke out of the windowless basement like he was leaving a jail. The cult had been there, actively researching the area. The librarian had confirmed that only one girl was in the group, and it looked like they had been sharing her even before the rituals began. 
 
    Even more significant was what the librarian hadn’t said. No black clothing or makeup on the guys. No strangely colored hair or piercings. She would have mentioned things like that. These students weren’t from the emo or goth crowds. These were regular-looking kids with twisted ideas. They could blend in. 
 
    In the parking lot, he scanned the people—all the locals he used to look down on. Some of them hid nasty secrets too—the racists and the wife beaters, the meth heads and the ones who beat up college kids for fun. But he couldn’t look down on the locals as a group any more, not after what he had learned. It wasn’t uneducated locals who were eviscerating animals and killing farmers, who were gangbanging a willing girl. Students were doing that. And it wasn’t just the students. Bennett was a perv through and through, and Nick bet he wasn’t the only one on the faculty who was. 
 
    Both sides had secrets. Both sides looked ugly under their masks. The reason Nick had judged the locals and not his own kind was that the locals’ masks were thinner and slipped more often. 
 
    He hopped into his car and headed over to the Drunken Indian. 
 
    Heaving with the after-work crowd, the bar was even louder and more crowded than it had been the last time he was there. Men from a road crew took up one table, and Nick had to shoulder his way through a loud circle of construction workers to get to the bar. 
 
    “A Bud, please,” he shouted to the bartender. 
 
    “Your friends are in the back corner,” the bartender said as he served him. 
 
    Nodding a thanks, Nick headed in the direction the guy had indicated. As he made his way through the throng, he saw everyone crowded around a small table. To his relief, Brandon was there too. 
 
    Nick was even more relieved when Carl and Tobiah made space between them and he didn’t have to sit next to Trisha. 
 
    “So, what happened last night?” Nick asked Brandon, shouting to be heard. 
 
    “A patrol car came from the scene of the fire and picked me up, then went right on back there. They needed everyone they could there. Man, you should have seen the place. Two fire trucks, half a dozen cop cars, police officers hunting through the fields. It took all I had not to tell them what I had seen in the farmhouse.” 
 
    “Did they get to see?” Nick asked. 
 
    Brandon shook his head. “Nope. The place was all on fire by the time they got to the scene. The firefighters were hosing it down, but I don’t think they’ll find much evidence. Probably take the coroner a while to figure out he was killed by a knife and not the fire. I’m sure the poor guy was burned to a crisp.” 
 
    Brandon shook his head sadly. Nick was surprised he would feel any sympathy for some racist hick who had treated him badly. 
 
    “The police did find a bunch of shell casings,” Brandon went on. Everyone at the table stiffened. A moment later, Nick realized why. You could match a shell casing to a gun like a fingerprint to a person. “The woman who called in the fire told them she’d heard gunfire too. They’re sweeping the whole area. If this gets back to us …” 
 
    The table fell silent. The jukebox thudded some cheap rock song and the rest of the bar was raucous and happy, but the silence around their table felt oppressive. 
 
    The sound of a ringing phone reached Nick’s battered ears. He had heard it before when he’d ordered his beer and when Brandon had been speaking. Now he realized it was his own phone. 
 
    He pulled it out. Cheryl. 
 
    “Hold on, honey, I can’t hear a thing in here,” he shouted into the phone. 
 
    He pushed his way through the crowd and made it outside. As soon as the metal door slammed behind him, it was like someone had turned off a stereo that had been set too loud. A faint thudding came through the door. Nick walked away from it, ending up close to Dreams Cum True. A young woman with frizzed-up hair and too much makeup, her open overcoat revealing a bikini, stood smoking by the door, eyeing him speculatively. 
 
    “What is it, honey?” Nick asked Cheryl. 
 
    His wife’s voice was weeping, incoherent. He caught something about Elaine and the school. 
 
    “What? You have to repeat that.” 
 
    “I tried calling you three times! I heard over the police scanner that there was an incident at the school. Someone broke in and kidnapped one of the girls. Elaine was there for rehearsal.” 
 
    Nick froze. For a moment, he couldn’t speak. Cheryl went on. 
 
    “I’m in the car now. Oh my God, the school is calling me. I’ll call you right back.” 
 
    She hung up. 
 
    Nick didn’t wait. He sprinted back into the bar, nearly knocking over a couple of guys to get back to his team. 
 
    “They’ve taken Elaine!” he shouted. “They’ve taken my daughter!” 
 
    They were on their feet in an instant. Just as he got back out the door, the others close behind, Cheryl called back. 
 
    “They’ve taken her!” she wailed. “A group of men shot the security guard, went into the school, and took her at gunpoint. Oh, Nick, what are they going to do to her?” 
 
    Nick knew. With horrible clarity, Nick knew. 
 
    The pile of condoms at the ritual sites. Each of the male members of the cult had taken turns with the one woman. Sex had been part of the ritual. They had even performed the act in front of the farmer who had been sacrificed and nailed to the wall. 
 
    And now it was the new moon. The day for the darkest ritual. 
 
    One that would require a different type of sacrifice. 
 
    A virgin sacrifice. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE 
 
      
 
   Nick drove as fast as his older model Ford could go, weaving in and out of highway traffic, hoping he’d get spotted by a cop who would chase him. He could see the rest of the team weaving through traffic with him—Carl’s pickup in front because he knew the way the best, Tobiah’s car with Brandon and Wayne in it, and Clayton and Trisha taking up the rear in their own pickup. 
 
    Nick knew he was taking an incredible gamble, not with his crazy driving but by having all his friends join him at one spot instead of going for two. He would need all the firepower he could get. 
 
    They headed for the river and the cave with the Thunderbird carving. For whatever sick reason, that was the cult’s main symbol. It was where they would make the final sacrifice. 
 
    He hoped. 
 
    If he was wrong, his daughter would endure a terrible ordeal before ending up like that poor farmer. 
 
    Nick gripped the steering wheel, wishing he could be there instantly. Cheryl’s first call had been fifteen minutes earlier. Assuming she had called right after hearing the report on the police scanner, the abduction had probably happened half an hour ago at most—more likely about twenty minutes. The Drunken Indian was closer to the river than Elaine’s school. The cultists would have had to negotiate some street traffic before making it onto the highway. Assuming they weren’t driving much faster than Nick and his friends were now, there was a chance they could cut them off. 
 
    A red glow on the highway up ahead caught his attention. The traffic began to slow. 
 
    Carl put on his brakes and drove beside Nick, rolling down his window. 
 
    “Can you see what’s going on?” Nick asked, a frantic shriek in his voice. Carl sat in the cab of his pickup and was higher than Nick was in his car. 
 
    “There’s a car flipped in the middle of the road, flares all around it. The traffic is all stopped.” 
 
    “We have to get through!” 
 
    “We will.” 
 
    Carl cut off the car to his left and got on the shoulder. Nick followed. Wayne came right behind him, followed by Clayton’s pickup. 
 
    They drove on the shoulder, their left tires trundling over grass. Nick gritted his teeth, hoping he wouldn’t run over anything and get a flat. Inches to his left, the grass fell off on a steep slope into a ditch that paralleled the road. Another car tried to do the same, but Carl and Nick leaned on their horns and cut him off. The guy shouted and gave them the finger. Nick barely noticed. 
 
    As they drew closer to the upturned vehicle, Nick saw several bullet holes in its side. A bloody woman lay moaning on the pavement, a weeping man kneeling next to her. Several other motorists stood by. One was making a call on her cell phone. 
 
    The cultists, Nick realized. They shot at this car to block the highway. They wanted to stop us from getting there in time. They want to distract the police, too. 
 
    Nick focused on the road. The car and the crowd were in the left lane, allowing little room for them to pass. A couple of the people standing there shouted at Carl and waved their hands. 
 
    He ignored them, cutting a little more to the left and ending up at an angle on the slope. The pickup’s tires spun a bit. Carl fishtailed but made it past. 
 
    Now it was Nick’s turn. Gritting his teeth, he took it slow. The car crept forward a few feet and Nick began to believe he would make it. Then his left wheels hit the rut left by Carl’s pickup and he slid. Nick turned the steering wheel but ended up overcompensating and spun out. He pointed up the slope, the tail of his car almost in the ditch. He hit the gas, ignoring the shouts of the people around the wreck, swerved, and got back parallel to the road. 
 
    Then he got stuck. His tires had rutted the loose earth of the ditch and they spun helplessly. 
 
    A thud to his rear bumper made him jerk around. Clayton had come up behind him with his pickup. Slowly but surely, he pushed Nick out of the rut and onto the highway. Wayne drove his car right behind them, making it look easy. 
 
    Nick didn’t have time to feel embarrassed. He floored it and shot down the highway. 
 
    Once again, Carl led the way. After a couple more miles, he took an exit. Nick recognized it as the one they had taken on a previous visit. He swore. Carl had told him there was a pull-off closer to the cave. Why hadn’t he taken them there? This was no time for caution. They had to charge directly against those sickos. They had Elaine! 
 
    But Nick didn’t know where the other pull-off was, so he had to follow, fuming and cursing. 
 
    In five minutes, they had made it. Carl parked his pickup. Nick parked next to him and leaped out. The others were just coming in. 
 
    “Why the hell did you lead us here?” he demanded. 
 
    He didn’t wait for a reply. He bolted down the path toward the cave. 
 
    After a few yards, Clayton caught up to him. 
 
    “Easy there, buddy. They’re liable to have guards out. We can’t just run in there, not if you want to save your kid.” 
 
    Nick sobbed and struggled, then realized his friend was right. The others gathered together. 
 
    “I know a back way,” Trisha said, gripping her .22 rifle. “I used to come down here a lot when I was younger and we had to keep out of sight. There’s a path that loops above the cave and then cuts down right beside it. They won’t be able to see us until we’re right on top of them.” 
 
    “Can you find it in the dark, honey?” Clayton asked. 
 
    “Always did before. Come on.” 
 
    It took all of Nick’s self-control to not grab her wrist and run off into the woods, screaming at her to hurry up. Instead, he stood right by Trisha, gun in his hand, and walked quickly down the darkened riverside path. The others stayed close, their guns drawn. 
 
    After about a hundred yards, Trisha paused and then cut left into the woods. The night was almost pitch black. No electric lights were within sight and there was no moon. However, none of them dared turn on a flashlight. 
 
    Nick realized they were on a faint path that climbed the ridge overlooking the river. He could just see the bare strip of earth that Trisha followed, so narrow that leaves brushed both sides of his face. They had to go single file. 
 
    Their progress felt agonizingly slow and noisy. Trisha had to watch her steps carefully, and occasionally had to stop to check that she was still on the path when they passed a rocky area barren of vegetation. 
 
    It didn’t help that the guys behind her kept tripping over roots or snapping trigs. They made far too much noise for Nick’s liking. He would have screamed at them for being idiots if he hadn’t been making as much noise as they were. 
 
    After a time, the path stopped climbing the ridge and cut along its slope. Nick had no idea how far they had come or how long they had been walking. He glanced out across the river—a dark ribbon faintly reflecting the starlight that filtered through the scattered clouds in the sky. 
 
    “How much farther?” he whispered. 
 
    “Shh, we’re almost there,” Trisha whispered back. 
 
    Please be right, he begged her silently. Please don’t get lost in the darkness. 
 
    A faint light glimmered ahead and a little down the slope. For the hundredth time, Nick checked that the safety on his pistol was off and that his finger was outside the trigger guard. Even now, Gus’s lessons came to mind. He had to do this right. One accidental shot warning the cultists of their approach would mean Elaine’s death. 
 
    Trisha stopped. Nick bumped into her. Someone else bumped into Nick from behind. 
 
    Nick put his mouth to Trisha’s ear and whispered as quietly as he could. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “Nothing. The path cuts down here;” she whispered back, so softly he could barely hear her even though her mouth was an inch from his ear. “You have to be careful and not slip.” 
 
    Nick eased past her. He had to go first. 
 
    Just a few steps away, he saw the path turn and head downhill. As he took those few steps and came to where the path cut straight down the slope, he was surprised at how close they were to the cave. They stood right above and to the left of the entrance. The overhang hid the carving of the Thunderbird, but he could clearly see the level area in front of the cave where Carl had aimed his gun at those innocent teenagers. 
 
    The area was lit by flickering golden candlelight emanating from inside the cave. He saw no one. A voice sounded briefly from below, too soft for him to distinguish the words that it spoke. After a moment, they stopped. 
 
    A soft sound to his left made Nick turn. Trisha and Clayton had edged over so that they were right above the cave, on a rocky surface almost devoid of vegetation. They lay down, Trisha with her rifle and Clayton with his shotgun, ready to cover the cave’s single exit. 
 
    Suddenly, a wave of gratitude overcame Nick. This wasn’t their fight. It was no one’s fight but his own, but these people had come out there, alone and unsupported in the darkness, ready to fight and die to help him. And not just him, but their community. He knew of no one at the university who would have done this for him. 
 
    But now what? He could sense the others waiting for a sign from him. He wished he knew what to do. The cave seemed strangely silent. No more conversation came from below, although Nick heard the occasional soft sound or footstep. 
 
    This wasn’t a trap; he could sense it. If the cultists had figured out that the group had arrived, they would have awaited them in complete silence. If they had already started their ritual, he would be hearing chanting or—Nick shuddered to think—Elaine’s screams. He heard none of that. 
 
    He got the sense that not everyone from the cult had arrived yet. 
 
    Good, he decided. He’d go down there and kill all but one of them. He’d take one hostage and use him or her as a bargaining chip to get his daughter back. 
 
    A dim corner of his mind was shocked at his resolve. He had no doubt that he would kill for Elaine, and he knew with total certainty that if the cult had instead abducted the loved one of any of the men and women with him, he would not hesitate to kill in that case, either. 
 
    Nick put his finger inside his trigger guard and took a step downhill. Faintly, he heard the others move behind him. 
 
    Nick didn’t take a second step, as farther down the slope he saw a procession of lights moving up the path from the riverside. A low chanting rose in the still night air to mock him. 
 
    The red-robed figures ascended in single file. Behind the first figure came Elaine, stumbling and drenched from head to foot. Nick almost cried out, but he controlled himself and took a step back to get farther from the light. The figure behind Elaine had his hands around her neck, not strangling, just leading. And threatening. 
 
    Nick counted six hooded figures. As the procession made it to the flat area in front of the cave, two other robed figures emerged from the cave. The pair raised their hands and the lead figure from the procession raised his in return. 
 
    “Has the sacrifice been cleansed in the river?” one asked. 
 
    “The sacrifice has been cleansed.” 
 
    Elaine stood pale and trembling. She looked confused and cold, but otherwise unhurt. Her clothing was neither torn nor missing. 
 
    No, Nick thought. That’s what they plan to do next. 
 
    “Then bring the sacrifice into the holy cave. Our sister in faith will stand guard while we prepare the sacrifice for death.” 
 
    One of the guys snickered. 
 
    Nick raised his gun, aware of the others, tense and waiting behind him. They wouldn’t make a move until he did. 
 
    He aimed at the lead figure of the procession. 
 
    Then paused. He couldn’t shoot. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR 
 
      
 
   He couldn’t shoot because to do so would lead to a firefight that would almost certainly get Elaine killed. She was in the middle of the crowd, and if the fusillade coming from their position didn’t get her, one of the cultists was sure to. 
 
    Instead, he thought of a better plan. 
 
    Nick glanced behind him and saw his friends looking back at him. He couldn’t see their faces clearly, but he could almost hear the question in their eyes. He spread out his palm in a calming gesture, hoping they would see. 
 
    The procession began filing into the cave. 
 
    “What are you going to do?” Elaine blubbered, her clothes dripping on the bare stone. 
 
    “Shut up, bitch. You’ll see soon enough,” said the man with his hands around her neck. 
 
    As the procession disappeared into the cave, one figure, gripping a rifle, stepped out and stood in the flat area in front of the entrance, looking out on the path and river below. 
 
    Now. 
 
    Her back was to him. Nick turned on the laser sight of his pistol but not the flashlight. A little red dot appeared on her lower back. Nick crept down the path. He would move up behind her, stick the gun against her head, and order her to drop the rifle. Then he’d trade her for Elaine. Once they made the exchange, they’d get the hell out of there. Let the police track down these creeps. He’d done his part. 
 
    Except it didn’t work out that way. 
 
    He got all the way down the path, the interior of the cave still out of sight around a slight protrusion of the rock face, and had only a couple more steps before he reached the woman standing guard when she turned around. 
 
    Nick never knew if she turned to witness Elaine’s violation or if she heard his approach. But the girl turned, her eyes widening as she spotted him. 
 
    Nick fired. 
 
    The bullet got her in the gut. She grunted and doubled over, hitting the ground hard. 
 
    Nick swung around the bend and saw the group of cultists surrounding his little girl. Two had pinioned her arms. Another held her down. A fourth clamped her mouth shut. Two stood by a video camera set on a tripod, filming the scene. 
 
    The seventh cultist stood at her feet, opening his robe. 
 
    That’s the one Nick shot first. 
 
    The bullet got him square in the side of the head, the exit wound fanning blood and brains onto the back of the cave. 
 
    Nick fired three more times as quickly as he could, hitting the man closest to him in the side, making him pirouette and fall. The other two bullets panged off the back of the cave. 
 
    He didn’t get a fifth shot because one of the cultists fired. 
 
    The bullet took Nick in the right shoulder. His arm spasmed as he stumbled back, his gun clattering onto the rock. Despite the shock, Nick surged forward to grab it, his adrenaline giving him strength. 
 
    “Stop!” barked the man who had shot him. Nick would have ignored him, but he saw another cultist pointing a gun at Elaine’s head. 
 
    He paused, thinking fast. 
 
    “D-Daddy?” Elaine sobbed. The man who had been holding her mouth shut now stood and pulled a gun from his robes. 
 
    “I’ll get you out of here, honey,” Nick said, his words almost drowned out by the screaming of the woman he had shot in the gut. His own initial shock was beginning to wear off, replaced by an agony that paralyzed his arm and spread through his entire body. 
 
    Another cultist pulled off his hood. In the candlelight Nick saw a rugged, sporty face marred by several short scars. 
 
    He recognized that face. Everyone at the university did. 
 
    “Brett Dawson,” Nick said. 
 
    Now it all made sense—the hatred of the locals, the sexual perversion, the yearning for a different time. Dawson really had attacked that underaged girl by the riverside, and when he got punished for it, he wanted to wipe out Republic. He wanted to go back to a more brutal time when people like him could take what they wanted with no repercussions. 
 
    But why had the others followed him? 
 
    No time to think about that now. Brett strode forward. Thinking fast, Nick stepped back. For a moment, no one spoke. Only the girl he had shot screamed in agony. The man he had wounded gasped as another tried to staunch his wound. The third cultist Nick had shot lay in a bloody ruin. 
 
    “So, you know me, Professor Upton? I bet you don’t remember that I was in your mythology class too, a few semesters ago.” 
 
    “Yes,” Nick said. “Now I remember.” 
 
    He had backed up as far as he could without stumbling down the slope. To his left, the woman writhed and wailed. Her rifle lay just out of reach. 
 
    “Don’t even think of it,” Brett said. He kept his pistol leveled at Nick’s chest. 
 
    “Let Elaine go,” Nick said. “She never did anything to you. You can sacrifice me instead.” 
 
    Brett snickered. “And miss out on the fun? She a pretty little piece of ass. No point in having a religion if you don’t get a little young pussy on the side, eh?” 
 
    “You’re sick,” Nick spat. Brett hadn’t come all the way out of the cave. Nick needed to get him out there. 
 
    “Come on, don’t you read the newspaper? Don’t you read history books? Organized religion has always been about fucking children.” 
 
    “How can you people follow this maniac?” Nick called out to the rest. 
 
    “Because we’re only going after locals,” another cultist said. He strode out of the cave, gun in hand. “They’re not worth shit. We’ve all been insulted by these rednecks. Some of us have even gotten beaten up. That girl you shot almost got raped in a local bar. Why the hell should we care about a bunch of those subhumans? They deserve what they get.” 
 
    “My daughter isn’t a local.” 
 
    “Your family became locals when you fought against us,” said the man. He was the one who had been holding Elaine’s mouth shut so that she couldn’t scream while they all took turns with her. 
 
    The man sauntered over to Nick, coming within view of Nick’s companions, still hidden above the cave. 
 
    “Hold it right there, you piece of shit,” Clayton shouted. 
 
    The man paused, glanced over his shoulder, and saw half a dozen guns trained on him. He froze. 
 
    “Drop it,” Clayton ordered. 
 
    The university student almost did, then squared his shoulders. 
 
    “I got my gun trained on your friend here. If you shoot me, the last thing I do before I die is kill him.” 
 
    “And I’ll kill his little bitch of a daughter!” Brett called. He had ducked back into the cave and was holding a gun against Elaine’s head. 
 
    The man covering Nick grabbed him by his wounded arm, making pain lance through his body. He got behind Nick, using him as a shield. 
 
    “I called the police,” Clayton bluffed. “They’ll be here any minute. If you let them go, we’ll give you a head start.” 
 
    “Just let Elaine go,” Nick gasped through his pain. “Keep me as a hostage. It will increase your chances.” 
 
    “Fuck that!” Brett shouted. “Drop your weapons!” 
 
    “Ain’t gonna happen,” Clayton said. 
 
    “We’ll kill them,” Brett replied. 
 
    “And die yourselves,” Clayton shot back. “We got you outnumbered and trapped.” 
 
    Brett gripped Elaine by the hair, making her yelp with pain. Holding a gun to her head, he led her out. The other cultists stayed within the safety of the cave, unsure what to do. The woman Nick had shot kept screaming. 
 
    As Brett emerged from the cave, he turned so that he put Elaine between himself and the guns arrayed above the cave. 
 
    He backed up to stand beside the man covering Nick. 
 
    Elaine looked at her father, tears in her eyes. 
 
    “I love you, Elaine,” Nick whispered. 
 
    “Come out,” Brett called to the cultists remaining inside. “We’re getting out of here.” 
 
    Those still in the cave didn’t respond immediately. Two lifted the wounded man, while another grabbed the video camera. Nick knew he had only a few seconds to act. But what could he do? He was already feeling weak from the bullet wound, and the man guarding him had his gun trained on him. 
 
    Neither, however, was looking at him at the moment. 
 
    Nick glanced behind him. The slope fell off steeply, grass and some bushes clinging to the side. The path ran at the bottom of the slope about twenty feet down. 
 
    “Hurry!” Brett shouted, waving his arm impatiently. When he did this, he let go of Elaine. 
 
    That was all the invitation Nick needed. He slammed between Brett and the other cultist, knocking them both to the side and sending an agonizing jolt of pain through his wounded arm. With his usable arm, Nick grabbed Elaine and threw her down the slope. 
 
    Brett turned. Nick grabbed for his weapon hand. Several shots rang out. 
 
    The other cultist fell in a spray of blood, but Nick didn’t have time to celebrate his death. He was too busy trying to prevent his own. 
 
    Nick had pulled the gun to the side to keep Brett from shooting him, but the young man was stronger and unwounded. Brett clamped his free hand around Nick’s throat and, inch by inch, pushed the gun around. Nick struggled but knew that in another second Brett would be able to fill his gut with lead. 
 
    So, Nick did the only thing he could think of. He kicked out at Brett’s feet while making himself fall backwards. 
 
    It worked. They fell over the edge together. 
 
    They tumbled over one another. More shots rang out. A bush caught Nick’s leg and yanked him free of Brett’s grasp. 
 
    Finally, he lay still. Nick was disoriented and in pain, but he struggled to his knees, only to fall down again because of the steepness of the slope. The staccato sound of gunfire continued above him, rising in pitch. He sat up, more carefully this time, and blearily looked around him. A small, slight figure staggered down the slope a little to the left of him, making it onto the path. A few feet directly below him, a shadow moved, rustling the bushes. Brett. Looking for his gun. 
 
    By some miracle, Nick saw it first. It lay between them, caught on a rock. 
 
    Nick dove for it, but the pain and loss of blood made his movements clumsy. He scrabbled down in a controlled fall, stopping only when he had almost gone past it. 
 
    Brett saw where Nick had been headed and scrambled up the slope, reaching out. 
 
    Nick lunged for the gun and grabbed it just as Brett slammed him into the earth. 
 
    He jabbed the gun up to stick the muzzle beneath Brett’s chin. 
 
    The cultist froze. Through a haze of pain, Nick heard him say, “I surrender.” 
 
    Nick paused. 
 
    “I surrender,” Brett repeated. “Throw me in jail for the rest of my life. Just don’t kill me.” 
 
    Nick pulled the trigger and blew off the top of his head. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE 
 
      
 
   One week later … 
 
      
 
    “So, what’s next for you, Professor Upton? Will you stay in Republic?” asked the CBS reporter. 
 
    Nick had answered all these questions so many times for so many reporters—the local networks and newspapers, CNN and FOX, BBC and Radio Japan—that he didn’t have to think of his answers anymore. 
 
    Sitting under the harsh lights of the television studio, he replied, “Of course I’ll stay in Republic. This is my home. I’m putting down roots here. And there’s still a lot to be done. I’m pressuring the university to create a position of ombudsman to improve relations between the university and the town. We’ve been divided for far too long. I’d like to take the position myself, if the university allows me.” 
 
    What he didn’t add was that Republic University had taken his advice, at least partially. A committee had decided to create the position of ombudsman, but it was going to someone from the administration building who had moved to Republic only in the previous year. The administration had told Nick that putting a faculty member who had killed some students in that role would be “too controversial.” 
 
    “And is your daughter doing all right?” 
 
    “Yes. She got through the fall with only a sprained wrist and some cuts and bruises.” 
 
    Again, he didn’t tell the whole truth. Elaine had rallied remarkably well and had insisted on continuing with her play. The school was already a media circus, and they didn’t want curiosity seekers showing up. That night Nick, Cheryl, and all his new friends would be attending the school’s premiere of Arsenic and Old Lace. 
 
    All except Wayne. The assistant manager at the feed mill had taken a bullet in the gunfight. He was in stable condition at the local hospital. The doctors predicted a slow but full recovery. The national reporters never asked about him. The local affiliates had, and they’d filmed a gripping bedside interview about his involvement in the fight. None of the national or international press had picked it up. They all wanted to talk to Nick, with his middle-class speech and mannerisms. 
 
    Nick’s own wound was healing. His arm was in a sling. The camera operators liked to focus on it. 
 
    “And how did they find out where she went to school?” 
 
    “The police still aren’t sure. I might have been followed. Or perhaps there’s a clue in the videos they made. The cult taped everything.” 
 
    Thank God. That got me off the hook for murder. 
 
    Then came the final question, the kicker. It never varied much from reporter to reporter. 
 
    “Do you think these cults are on the rise in America, Dr. Upton?” 
 
    Nick envisioned several “hard-hitting documentaries” and “exposes” coming out in the next few months. He’d already had several requests to appear in them. 
 
    “No,” he said flatly. “Such religious movements are rare. What is on the rise is our divisions as a society. Most faculty at Republic University know next to nothing about the town they live in and they couldn’t care less. I was one of them. The locals don’t know and don’t care what’s going on at the university. We’re seeing these fissures widening all over the country. I and the brave local residents who fought Brett Dawson and his followers will be working to bridge that gap.” 
 
    The reporter shook his hand. They all did that. Nick presumed it was a way to show solidarity or take some sort of claim in his achievement. 
 
    “Thank you, Professor Upton, for stopping this band of killers.” 
 
    “We’re off the air,” the floor manager announced before Nick could point out that he hadn’t done it alone. 
 
    The spotlights switched off and Nick relaxed. He took a sip of water. The reporter got up and started mingling with the crew. No one paid him any attention. He called Cheryl. 
 
    “How did it go?” his wife asked. 
 
    “Same as usual,” he sighed. 
 
    “Then stop doing them. I know it wears you out.” 
 
    “If I say no, they’ll show up at the house.” He’d learned that the hard way. 
 
    “You still up for the play?” Cheryl asked. 
 
    Nick smiled. “Wouldn’t miss it for the world.” 
 
    He got up, shook hands with the floor manager, and left the studio. 
 
    Clayton sat in the waiting room. Nick couldn’t drive with his arm in a sling, and Clayton and the guys were taking turns giving him rides. 
 
    “How’d it go?” Clayton asked. 
 
    “Same as always.” Other than the local media, no reporters wanted to talk to Clayton or any of the others. “Where’s Trisha?” 
 
    Clayton made a face. “Went back to her parents.” 
 
    “What? Why?” 
 
    They headed out of the building. “The whole Satanism thing scared the shit out of her. She figured it was God’s punishment for leaving her parents. It’s a commandment to honor them, you know, even if they’re judgmental pieces of shit.” 
 
    “Sorry to hear that, Clayton.” 
 
    Clayton shrugged. “Yeah, well, plenty of fish in the sea. I’m miss them titties, though.” 
 
    So will I. 
 
    “So, no questions from Sheriff O’Connor about you and her?” 
 
    “Nah, he’s turning a blind eye about all the stuff we did. Too many cameras pointing his way, I guess. And there’s an election coming up.” 
 
    Nick laughed. “You know, I’ve never voted in the local elections. I think I’m going to have to start. Pity that Trisha won’t be at the play tonight. She sure fought well.” 
 
    Clayton grinned. “Sure was a little tiger, wasn’t she? Here.” He handed Nick a hundred dollars. “Part of what I owe you. I’ll get you another hundred next pay day.” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    They got into Clayton’s pickup. He didn’t start the engine immediately, but gripped the steering wheel, looking out over the parking lot. 
 
    “How you been sleeping?” Clayton asked. 
 
    “I’ve been taking my wife’s sleeping pills.” 
 
    “Maybe I should get some,” Clayton whispered. “I keep thinking about them college kids. Brett was an animal. He deserved to die like a mad dog. But those others? They had the world. Money. Education. They could have written their own ticket, and they team up with somebody like him? I don’t get it.” 
 
    Nick’s friends had gunned down the cultists without mercy. Not one had survived. Nick was still trying to figure out how he felt about that. 
 
    He also had to figure out why those people had followed Brett. Their leader had obviously been unbalanced. Nick now fully believed the townies’ side of the story about what had happened with that girl down by the river. Brett had been unstable before, and his due punishment had pushed him over the edge. But why did the others follow? Why did people fight and die for David Koresh? Why did people drink poison for Jim Jones? 
 
    “I don’t know, Clayton,” Nick said in all honesty. 
 
    Clayton snorted. “Some egghead you are. How you going to write that book?” 
 
    A New York publisher had rushed in on the media feeding frenzy and offered Nick a huge advance to tell the story of what had become known as the “Republic Witch Cult.” Nick planned to divide his advance between the family of Brice Edwards, the farmer who had been sacrificed, and the family of Kevin Lewis, the security guard who died defending Elaine’s school. Nick still felt guilty that he hadn’t even been close about the guy’s name. He was also going to pay the hospital fees for the woman who had been wounded on the highway. 
 
    “I guess I have a lot of learning to do,” Nick admitted. 
 
    Clayton fired up the engine. “First you got a lot of drinking to do. The boys are meeting at the Drunken Indian before we all go to the play.” 
 
    “Thanks, but I should get back to Cheryl.” 
 
    “She’s coming too. I invited her.” 
 
    “How’d you get her number?” 
 
    “She gave it to me when you had us all over for dinner. She’s probably on her way already.” 
 
    “Oh God, what’s she going to say when she sees Dreams Cum True next door?” 
 
    “Well, I was going to take us all over for some lap dances, but I guess we’ll have to skip that. But we gotta go to the Drunken Indian. Can’t pass up free drinks.” 
 
    “Free drinks?” 
 
    “Mike, the bar owner—you know, the one who always gave you the evil eye when you came in? He says we never have to pay at his place no more. We’re heroes there, bud.” 
 
    “I wonder if we’re heroes enough to get him to change the name of his bar.” 
 
    Clayton laughed as they pulled out of the parking lot. 
 
    “Anything’s possible. You’re Jackson County’s honorary egghead now.” 
 
    Nick laughed too. “I guess that’s not a bad thing to be.” 
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   She remembered applying for the job. She remembered meeting the strange man in the middle of the London streets, and she even remembered what he looked like, despite the mask that now concealed his face. 
 
    What she didn’t remember was how she had gotten here. 
 
    In her field of work, it was rare to come across malevolence. It was one of the truest art forms still alive. Her industry was full of genuine, creative performers with a rare passion for their work. The only downside was that their flair for theatrics often spilled over into their everyday personas. 
 
    But this wasn’t theatrics – something sinister was unfolding before her. She remembered sitting in a chair in the middle of his rehearsal space. Then, suddenly, she felt a small prick against the back of her neck, as he told her she would. 
 
    And then everything was gone. In her line of work, she often heard the term “a deep sleep” but such lines were never accurate. Very few people, if anyone, could cause people to fall into “a deep sleep” on command, and the participants who did succumb to such instructions were simply playing along. 
 
    But she wasn’t playing along. This was real terror. 
 
    In the confines of a gigantic wooden box, her torso had been strapped down to its base. Her arms and legs had been stretched as far as her joints could withstand. She felt as though they might tear from their sockets at any minute. 
 
    Despite her wriggling, nothing came free. Her hands, feet and head all sprouted through purposely-cut holes in her place of imprisonment. 
 
    And then her tormenter returned. He ran his hands gently over her feet. She began to jerk her body with as much force as she could muster but her tight restraints kept her glued in place. 
 
    “Do you know what comes next?” he asked. 
 
    It was an absurd question. She certainly knew what came next. In all other cases, the hands and feet sprouting outside the box would be fake, giving her the freedom to move around while maintaining a simple-but-effective illusion. 
 
    However, something told her this wouldn’t be the case now. 
 
    She didn’t respond. Instead, she burst into tears. Asking why he was doing this would be of no benefit to her. Even with the grotesque black rubber mask he wore over his head, she knew this man possessed the eyes of a psychopath. 
 
    The masked man leaned toward the center of the box. From above, he pulled down a saw blade. The woman screamed in horror. 
 
    To her surprise, the masked man removed the blade from the saw. However, her moment of relief quickly vanished when the blade he removed hit the ground. It barely made a sound. The blade was made of plastic. 
 
    The woman’s eyes widened when the masked man pulled something from below her box-coffin. It was an almost exact replica of the one he’d just removed but something was slightly different. 
 
    It was solid. It was heavy. When he placed it on top of her box, he did so with a thunderous clang. 
 
    The blade was real. 
 
    Thick, reinforced steel. He pulled the saw mechanism closer to himself and loaded the metal blade inside it. With his dead eyes resting on the woman’s squirming body, he backed away from her. 
 
    “No, please,” she said through tears. “I can help you.” 
 
    No words came in response. Instead, he moved out of sight. 
 
    All she could see was a gigantic steel blade about 10 feet above her torso. It was perfectly placed above her mid-section. Usually, now would be the time when she would be safely out of harm’s way, preparing to give her audience the impression that she’d been horribly mutilated. 
 
    The blade above her swiftly dropped. A deafening scream filled the air inside the man’s lair. It was the kind of scream that couldn’t be faked. 
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