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Author Introduction


 

Welcome to the world of rural, small town America. If you grew up in a small town, you can likely relate to many aspects of this tale. I grew up in the mountains of North Carolina and have been a horror fan since I was four years old. As a child, the one monster who haunted my nightmares the most was Bigfoot. I will never forget a book I read in kindergarten about a lone man trapped inside a mountain cabin, surrounded by a pack of sasquatches who were trying to get inside and tear him apart. Most of the research on the sasquatch today suggests that if such creatures do exist, they are gentle giants or at least do not attack humans unless threatened.

This book, in spite of the large amount of research I did in writing it, is based much more on the beasts that lurked in my nightmares and kept me awake at night when I was young rather than any hard science. The sasquatches in this book are tribal, more intelligent than cryptozoology believes them to be, and certainly much more violent and vengeful. My version of Bigfoot is also larger, stronger, faster, and has a level of muscle density that in some cases defies the laws of biology in regards to body mass. All that said, if you’re holding this book in your hands, you’re likely a fan of sasquatch horror yourself and perhaps, like me, you were disgusted by the way most sasquatch films feature only one monster and at best show us a glimpse or the implied notion of more during the final battle scenes.

I set out to write a book that was not only frightening and fun, but also to give fans like me a tale that finally brought an entire tribe of sasquatches into play, and showed what such a pack of creatures could do if they entered the world of man. This is a book about monsters and primal fears, so prepare yourself for a journey into my nightmares. 



 

- Eric S. Brown


 

 


* * * *


 


 

I would like to dedicate this book to my son Merrick, Danny Hall Brown, my friend in horror Brent Hyatt, and Bigfoot junkies everywhere.


 


 

* * * *


 


 

BIGFOOT WAR


 


 

* * * *


 


 

Prologue


 

The stink was terrible.

Jeff stood behind his brother, Scott, as the younger boy knelt and poked with a stick at what looked to be a liver. Other bits and pieces of the cow lay scattered about the field around them.

Jeff struggled not to be sick. “Stop that.”

Scott looked up at him. “Come on, bro. This is awesome!” He got to his feet. “This had to be aliens! Look at this. I doubt even a grizzly could have torn the thing apart like this.”

Jeff grimaced. There was nothing cool or awesome about death. The poor cow had been ripped to shreds. He wondered if it had suffered or if whatever did this gave it a quick death before this pointless mutilation.

Scott noticed his reaction and punched his shoulder. “You nerd. Why do you always have to spoil everything by thinking about it too much? Don’t be such a loser.”

Jeff stared at the blood drying on the grass as Scott went back to his examination of the cow’s remains. He wished he’d never followed Scott and his father out here. He didn’t need this aggravation. There was a math test tomorrow and he should be in his room studying for it not babysitting Scott, but he knew his father needed him. Without him riding hard on his younger brother, Scott would be out there in the woods shadowing his father, in turn making it impossible for him to find the animal that did this and kill it before it could attack more of their livestock.

Another man might have called the sheriff after finding a mess like this in their pasture, but their father was a third-generation farmer and the gruff, hard-headed type of man who firmly believed you dealt with things yourself. Jeff wasn’t worried about him. He remembered the time his dad hit the bottle too hard a few weeks after his mother died. It’d taken the sheriff and four deputies to take his dad down and restrain him. Even with that many of them, it was still a fight. Jeff also knew his dad was one of the best hunters in Macon County and that tonight the man was stone sober and on his game. 


Scott’s head snapped up. “Do you hear that?”

Before Jeff could respond, he heard it, too. It was the sound of something large tearing its way through the trees toward the field they were in. A gunshot rang out amid the noises of snapping tree branches and the rustling of the underbrush. 


Their dad broke from the tree line and ran toward them. His face was pale and ashen, covered in sweat. “Run!” he yelled. “Jeff, get Scott in the house now!”

Jeff grabbed Scott by the arm, jerking him into a run. They headed for home, nearly dragging the younger boy thanks to pure adrenaline and force of will. He didn’t look back as an animal-like roar shook the night. It was so loud it seemed to echo all across the valley. It sounded like a cross between a raging bear and an angry man screaming at the top of his lungs. The loud thunderous impacts of the thing’s feet smashing into the ground at the end of each of its long strides shook the ground. Jeff’s breath came in ragged gasps as he pushed himself on, dragging Scott with him.

The house was in sight now. The kitchen screen door swayed slightly from the evening’s breeze as it hung partially open. The porch light still burned above it.

So close, he thought. Once they were inside, they could lock the door against the terrors of the night and everything would be fine. Jeff felt Scott fighting against his hold on him.

“No! Dad!” the younger boy wailed.

A second gunshot cracked in the darkness behind them followed by their father screaming obscenities, obviously frightened and desperate. This was followed by a wet, thumping noise that reminded Jeff of the noise made by a deer being hit by a speeding car.

It was the last he ever heard of his father that night.

He reached the door to the kitchen, crying and dragging Scott behind him. He steeled himself, refusing to turn and see what was chasing them or what had befallen his father as he flung Scott in front of him and sent his brother sprawling onto the kitchen tile. He stepped inside, jerking the door tight behind him. Only then did he allow himself to turn enough to lock the door and brace his shoulder against it. Instinct took over as the giant fist burst through the door’s thick wood, splintering it, sending shards and dust flying. Jeff threw himself backwards, barely avoiding the huge, groping, hair-covered hand as it reached for him. His backside erupted with pain as he hit the floor. He heard Scott yelling, but his brother’s voice sounded distant as if it came from another world. The hand withdrew itself, tearing the door from its hinges in the process. Jeff caught a glimpse of something enormous and covered in brown, blood-matted hair before he rolled onto the living room carpet.

Scrambling to his feet, he was on the run again, heading for the stairs that led up to the second floor. His dad’s bedroom held an arsenal, but the thought of the weapons stored there brought him no comfort. Jeff’s only thought was to hide. Hide and pray the monster went away. He hit the stairs, taking them two or three at a time with each fear-induced bound, half crawling and clawing his way to the top. The house was full of noise. Screams, breaking wood, creaking floors, then came the roar that shook the walls. Jeff whirled his head around, suddenly realizing Scott wasn’t with him. His face and forehead smashed into the stairs’ guardrail. Then there was only blackness.

When he awoke, the night was silent and still. His nose felt . . . wrong. It hurt like the blazes. His trembling hand found the swollen lump on his forehead and withdrew itself as fresh waves of pain poured over him. The house’s lights were out and the air smelled of blood, death, and wet animal. He lay there in the darkness, heart pounding in his chest, listening. 


Questions that longed for answers ran through his mind. Where was his dad? Where was Scott? Was the monster gone or was it down there in the shadows somewhere waiting?

After what seemed like an eternity, Jeff hauled himself to his feet, using the railing to keep his balance. Not willing to risk venturing down the stairs, he made for his father’s bedroom. He felt around in the pitch black of the night until his hands found one of his dad’s shotguns. He checked the weapon, making sure it was loaded by pumping a fresh round into its chamber, then sat on the edge of his father’s bed as a gentle rain began to fall outside the house.

Tears rolled down his cheeks as he prayed for help to come and the nightmare to end. 



 

* * * *


 

That horrible night was fifteen years in the past now, but it still haunted Jeff Taylor. He fiddled with the car’s radio, trying to find some music to help drive the memories away. Finally he settled on listening to “Highway to Hell.” The song was certainly appropriate. He nodded his head along with the beat. This was going to be his first time back on the streets of Babble Creek, North Carolina, since his father and brother’s funeral all those years ago. 


He reminded himself he wasn’t a frightened, nerdy little boy anymore. Two tours of active duty in the army had made him into a man his father would have accepted and been proud of. This time, he was going to be the hunter, and the monster of his nightmares was going to pay for what it did to his family.


 


 

Tom


 

Babble Creek was a small town. One would be hard pressed to find a more rural area of North Carolina. The town was surrounded on all sides by forests and farms. Its crime rate was almost nonexistent and its streets were usually peaceful. The beauty of the town and the woods around it was almost surreal by the standards of modern America.

Tom sat on the bleachers of the town’s sole football stadium, where the Babble Creek Cougars got their butts handed to them every season, taking a drag off his fifth cigarette over the past half hour. He gazed off at the setting sun behind the mountains. Tom finished his smoke and flicked the remains toward the field below. He wished the whole place would burn to the ground. This past season was Babble Creek’s worst and the upcoming one looked just as bleak. Somehow he’d managed to keep his job, but that was largely in part because no other coach with real experience would move out here to the middle of nowhere. Babble Creek wasn’t exactly a career-building opportunity for anyone who wanted to move up to college ball or the professional leagues.

He coughed loud and hard, hacking a glob of brownish phlegm onto the bleacher in front of him. It was definitely time to start thinking about quitting, but with the stress he was under from the school board and the town to make the Battle Creek Cougars into a team that was at least even second worst in the region, he knew it would be impossible for the time being. He was already taking an expensive and pointless anti-smoking medication that Justin suggested he try a few months back. 


Tom wondered why he’d moved to this cursed place to begin with.

Still wishing a forest fire would wipe the football field off the map, he got to his feet. It was getting late and the “boys” would be waiting on him to make his nightly visit to Hank’s. The bar was dirty and poorly kept, but Hank let him buy his drinks on credit during the summer, understanding full well how teachers got paid thanks to his departed wife. Besides, the beer there wasn’t bad at all. He just hoped his piece-of-crap Ford would crank over to get him there. As he walked into the parking lot, he sensed a change coming on the air. Surely it was time for something good to happen in this sinkhole.

He got in his car and slapped the steering wheel with a grin as the engine turned over on the first try. 



 


 

Becca


 

Becca cursed as the phone rang again. She knew it was Ms. Johnson before she answered it. She lifted the receiver to her ear. “Hello, Babble Creek Sheriff’s Department.” 


“Oh, thank God! Sheriff May. The U.F.O. has started wailing now. It’s terrible. Just this long constant blaring sound. It’s scaring my cats to death. Why poor little Sissy . . .”

Becca cut her off as politely as possible. “Ms. Johnson, we’ve been through this before,” —a thousand times over the last two years, Becca thought— “as long as you stay in your house, the aliens can’t get you.”

“I know, Sheriff May,” Ms. Johnson said. “It’s just the blaring is so loud. Do you want to hear it? Let me get the phone over to the window.”

Sighing, Becca leaned back in her chair, listening to the sounds of the old woman wrestling her long outdated phone through the kitchen. Ms. Johnson was a nice enough lady if you met her at church, but unlike some of the other older folks of Babble Creek, she was always well-dressed, charming, and if anything, overly polite. She was the kind of lady who showed up on your doorstep with cookies if you were new in town, or sent you a card if you were in the hospital even if you hadn’t spoken for years. When the sun went down on the weekend, though, and she was in her big house out off Faulk’s Cove Road, she was a whole different person. Surrounded by her precious horde of feline companions, Ms. Johnson seemed on the verge of being a full blown paranoid schizophrenic. She called every weekend since Becca was elected sheriff with the same old story about lights and U.F.O.s in the woods by her house.

A trooper by nature and determined to do a good job in her new office, Becca actually drove all the way up to Ms. Johnson’s house every weekend for two months to find nothing but trees, darkness, and fireflies. Finally, she sat down with the elderly woman over cookies and tea, and had a long talk with her. Becca convinced the old woman through simple logic, assurances, and her limited knowledge of science fiction—twisted to suit her purposes, of course—that she’d be safe as long as she stayed inside her house. “You see their transporter beams can’t get to you in here,” she remembered saying. “You have to be outside, in the open, for them to get a proper lock on you.”After that, Ms. Johnson still called every weekend, but Becca never had to go up in person again. Usually a brief, friendly reminder of that talk calmed Ms. Johnson right down. For whatever reason, though, it wasn’t working tonight and this was the first time Becca could remember Ms. Johnson’s delusions included the description of the aliens howling.

The noise of the old lady wrestling with her phone cord ceased. Becca sprang forward in her chair as she heard the garbled noise over the line. It was a horn. A horn that sounded like it belonged to a large truck. She blinked in surprise and wondered what in the devil was going on up in Faulk’s Cove.

“You hear that, Sheriff?” Ms. Johnson asked, returning to the line. “They’ve been doing that for the better part of a half hour.”

“Ms. Johnson, thank you for calling this in. You stay in your house, okay? I am coming over there.” 


“Thank you, Sheriff May,” the old lady said, but Becca didn’t hear her. She was already hanging up the phone, ready to make her way to the door.


 


 

Tom


 

Tom slammed down another shot of whiskey and slapped the bar with his palm. It burnt like Hades as it ran down his throat. “Whooee!” Though he was a heavy drinker during the off season, whiskey wasn’t his drink of choice. The men around him cheered him on. Fred smiled underneath the beer-drenched, graying beard that covered his lips. Terry giggled like a teenager.

“Hits hard, don’t it?” Fred half-shouted even though he sat directly beside Tom.

There were perhaps a dozen other people in the place. Not a large crowd. Even on a Saturday night there simply wasn’t that many real drinkers in Babble Creek that came here to do it. Sometimes, Tom wondered how Hank managed to keep the doors of this place open despite the small number of patrons and his overly generous tendencies. 


“Line him up another. It’s on me,” Fred ordered the spry-looking old man behind the bar.

Hank reached for the bottle, but Tom shook his head. “One’s enough for me. Just keep the beer coming.”

The door to the street opened, letting inside the last rays of the day’s dying sun. Tom’s mouth fell open as he spun on his stool to see Jeff Taylor standing in the doorway. 


“I don’t believe it,” he half-slurred-half-muttered as he leapt from his seat and charged Jeff. “Jeff Taylor!” he shouted. “Never thought I would see you again.”


Tom noticed the sour looks that fell across the faces of his friends and decided to ignore them. Jeff looked shocked, too, as Tom closed in on him.

“Tom Railsback?” Jeff asked as Tom grabbed his hand and pumped it up and down. 


“Yeah, it’s me. What has it been, like, ten years, now?”

“More,” Jeff said.

Tom turned back to Fred and Terry. “This is my old buddy, Jeff. We fought in the Gulf together.” Still doing his best to disregard the tension filling the air, Tom pressed on. “What in the heck are you doing in a little town like Babble Creek?”

Jeff’s expression was as cold as ice. “Coming home,” he said with a bitter tone in his voice. Jeff nodded at Fred and Terry as if he knew them but couldn’t recall their names. 


Finally, things began to click for Tom. “You’re from here?”

“Born in this town. First time I’ve been back since I was twelve.” 


“You still crazy?” Fred asked with a sneer.

Tom didn’t know what was going on between them, but he sensed it wasn’t good. From experience, he knew Fred was in the mood for a fight and didn’t want to see the big redneck get hurt.

“You got a place to stay?” Tom asked hurriedly, interrupting their exchange as he put his arm over Jeff’s shoulders and led him from the bar. He could feel Fred and Terry glaring after them as they left. “Catch you boys later,” he called over his shoulder as he shoved Jeff along faster. “My buddy and I got some catching up to do.”

The night air was warm and humid. The stars were beginning to show themselves in the growing darkness above the glow of the street lights. Jeff followed Tom into the parking lot. As they walked Tom asked, “What was all that about?” He fished a cigarette from his jacket pocket. “I gather you weren’t all that popular here as a kid.”

Jeff didn’t answer.

Tom changed the subject. “Seriously, you got a place to stay?”

“Not yet.”

“There’s only one hotel in town, but it’s nice. This old woman runs it. Can’t remember her name.”

“Gracie,” Jeff said.

Tom blinked in surprise. “Yeah, that’s it. How’d you know that?”

A smile crept onto Jeff’s lips. “You haven’t lived here very long, have you, Tom? Babble Creek isn’t exactly known for being a hotbed of progress and change.”

“Guess not,” he agreed with a laugh, “but, man, am I glad to see you. You were always my good luck charm in the war. You kicked some serious butt and saved mine more times than I can remember. It’s about time something good came to this sinkhole of a town.”


 


 

Becca


 

Becca radioed Powell as she drove along the winding road of Faulk’s Cove to let him know where she was headed. Powell was the only one of her deputies on duty tonight. The tiny sheriff’s department of Babble Creek consisted of six employees and one of those was Cindy, the half-witted, big-chested receptionist the mayor stuck her with.

“Powell,” she called into the radio again. “Powell, you better not be asleep again.”

The radio crackled as he responded. “No, ma’am,” he said. “I was just taking a leak. It’s pretty dead out here on Route 12.” 


Becca shook her head. “Look, I am heading to Ms. Johnson’s. I think there’s actually something going on up there tonight.”

“Want backup?” he asked, stifling a snicker. “I hear those aliens got some wicked-mean heat rays.”

“Powell,” she said firmly. 


“Yes, ma’am,” he answered, sounding more serious. “I’ll watch over things until you get back. I’m heading back to the station now.” 


Becca watched the shadows along the roadside as she drove the last few miles. Between Ms. Johnson’s space aliens and the rest of the town’s whispered stories of the infamous Babble Creek monster, sometimes she wondered if she was the only sane person in the whole town. At least the legend of the monster had some validity to it. The legends of it predated Babble Creek itself, and some years ago there was a family that had been reportedly attacked by it. Two of that family died that night. There was nothing to prove the monster’s existence in the reports she had read back when she perused the department’s files when she’d first taken office, but something about the case never sat right with her. The forensics reports were shaky at best and seemed haphazardly thrown together. The report claimed a bear was the culprit of those murders however and it fit with the damage done to the house where the attack occurred.

Becca rounded a bend in the road and slowed down. 


She heard the wreck before she saw it. Her eyes followed the sound of the continuously-blaring horn to where a large white truck sat partially in the ditch at the side of the road. 


She pulled her patrol car to a stop before she reached the wreck so her headlights lit up the scene. She grabbed her radio. “Powell! We got a wreck. Get George and Lisa on the way up and then get up here yourself.” 


Throwing open her door, Becca jumped from her patrol car, her boots crunching on the gravel road. She’d seen wrecks like this countless times. Either the driver was speeding and lost control of the car or a deer or some other animal had darted in front of the vehicle, forcing the driver to swerve hard. The result was the same. She hurried toward the truck. The fact there was no one around waiting for help and that the truck’s horn didn’t let up on her arrival worried her.

As she approached the truck, she noticed the driver side door was gone. Not merely hanging open, but torn away and missing. The body of the driver lay on the steering wheel, his head pressing down on the horn. Something red and wet was smeared over the vehicle’s side and dripped from its cab to the gravel below, forming a small puddle. The hairs on the back of her neck stood up. Something wasn’t right. Wondering if she was spooked from her own musings about the Babble Creek monster, Becca drew her Glock 40 from the holster on her hip and stood watching the trees, deciding to err on the side of caution. The night was silent except for the blaring of the truck’s horn. Finally, she continued on to the vehicle. The corpse that lay collapsed on the steering column was indeed a man’s. His head was crushed to a pulp as if someone had stuck it in a vice and pressed it flat. Becca felt as if she might throw up and cursed herself for it. She was a professional. She was trained to handle things like this and had seen far worse looking and more mangled corpses in the course of her career. There was no way for the body to have sustained the damage it had from the truck crashing into the ditch.

This wasn’t an accident.

It was murder.

Becca retreated to her car to radio Powell again and make sure the deputy was on his way. Blood still ran from the body and she had the feeling that if they didn’t get things under way soon, it’d run all the way to where she stood by the open car door, and perhaps whatever did this might come back to empty her next.


 


 

Jeff


 

As the sun rose over the town of Babble Creek, Jeff and Tom continued to argue. Tom had accompanied him in his quest to acquire a room at Gracie’s. They’d picked up some beer in the process. Jeff guessed Tom thought they’d spend a few hours chatting, drinking, and catching up. Now it was dawn and Tom remained seated in the chair opposite him. He could see in Tom’s eyes the man clearly thought he was insane yet something held him here. Perhaps it was a sense of debt from the war or maybe it was the man’s sense of loyalty to a friend and an honest desire to help him out. Jeff didn’t care. If Tom agreed to help him, he’d take it. He could use all the help he could get. No one else was going to help him. Once the official reports said the thing that murdered his father and brother was a bear, not even the most whacko local believers in the Babble Creek monster took his side. The wild claims of a boy didn't draw their interest considering the amount of psychological trauma he'd under went that night. His tale just didn't add to them for some reason he never really fully understood even with the mutilation of his father's cattle. He wrote it off to resentment as that was not the case with the world outside of the small town. The media played up his encounter with the thing to epic levels and put Babble Creek on the national map of Sasquatch hot spots.

Jeff leaned forward in his seat thinking about what lay ahead of him now. Finding the creature after all these years seemed an impossible task, but something deep inside told him the thing was still in these woods and very much alive. 


“You’re telling me your father and brother were killed by Bigfoot?” Tom asked again. 


“We’ve been through this. I told you everything I remember about that night.” Jeff waved a handful of newspapers at Tom. “And everything I’ve learned since that night, too. The only reason I came back to this place is to see it bleed. It’s time someone put an end to the monster. I need to know if you’re in or out.”

Tom ground out the butt of his last cigarette in the ashtray and glanced longingly at the empty pack on the table beside it. Between the pack and the ashtray sat the now-warm and half-drank cans of beer they’d popped the tops on an hour ago.

“Jeff, you know I owe you, but this is crazy.”

“In or out, Tom. Which is it?” Jeff leaned forward in his chair. “I’m going after it tonight with or without you.”

“Fine. I’m in. I got nothing better to do anyway,” Tom said. “But if the thing turns out to be real like you say it is, I hope you brought along some serious firepower. I don’t even own a handgun these days much less a hunting rifle.”

Jeff smiled. “Trust me, I brought enough gear for both of us.”


 


 

Becca


 

The man Becca pulled from the wreck now rested in the morgue. She waited beside the table next to his body. She thanked God her paperwork had kept her busy enough to get here after Lauren finished the autopsy and not during it. Lauren had a way of getting too excited about her work that she sometimes found disturbing. Lauren was across the room from her, putting together the final details of her report, typing madly away on her laptop. The woman’s lab coat was covered in blotches of blood from the work she’d been doing. 


“Well,” Becca said, growing impatient. 


“His skull is shattered. You’re right, too. It certainly didn’t happen in the wreck unless there was another truck that somehow rolled over his head.” Lauren laughed.

Becca glanced at her sternly. Lauren held up her hands, as if staving off an attack. “Bad joke, sorry. Look, I’m sorry if I’m cranky. I know you’ve been awake all night, too. I didn’t get a chance to pick up an energy drink on the way in. His body . . . his bruises and such coincide with what you would find from an accident like the one you described, but his skull . . . it looks like a really angry grizzly—or some other large animal—just squished it with its paws or something. The imprints, though, they’re more like those that would be left by a human hand than a paw. I’ve sent off my findings to the lab in Asheville. I’m hoping they’ll come up with a theory that makes a bit more sense.” Lauren handed Becca the autopsy report. “I found some really weird looking hairs on him, too. Sorry I don’t have more for you. Look it all over. Maybe it will spark an idea on what could’ve actually happened at the wreck because my best guess is this was the work of the Babble Creek monster.” Lauren made the statement obviously jokingly, seeming to poke fun at Becca’s disbelief in the local legend, but Becca knew Lauren was a believer herself and had worked for some time to convince Becca the thing rumored to stalk the mountains around the town was real. 


Becca groaned. “You know I don’t believe in that crap.” However, she began to wonder if her friend might be right. Sometimes if you ruled out all that was possible, the impossible was the only answer. There was certainly enough sightings of the strange filed with the department each year, and she herself had seen casts of the creature’s supposed feet, but up until now she’d never given the beast any serious thought. 


Lauren noticed Becca’s brooding and chuckled, apparently trying to get her to lighten up. “You wanna grab some coffee?”

Becca shook her head. “Thanks, but I’m still on the clock.” 


When she got back to the station, Powell and Gab were waiting on her. Gab caught her at the door. 


“We got the results back on the license plate. The truck belonged to a Mr. Jack Daily. It’s not reported stolen and I haven’t contacted his family yet,” Gab said.

“Well, that settles that, then.” Powell slouched behind his desk, haggard and exhausted from the long night. “Poor guy was passing through, got lost, ticked off the wrong bear, and moved on to a better place.”

“What makes you think it was a bear?” Becca asked.

Powell rubbed his tired eyes. “You saw him, too, Becca. What else we got out there in the woods that could do that to a man?”

“I’d agree with you, but I don’t know too many bears that rip off a truck door and throw it across the road in order to get at someone. This whole case is royally messed up.” Frustrated, she cursed, then slammed the autopsy report down on the desk in front of him. 


“Not to make matters worse, ma’am,” Gab said carefully, “but a call came in last night from old Hank at the bar. Jeff Taylor’s back in town and Hank says he sounds like he’s looking for trouble.”

“Taylor?” Becca muttered. “Why do I think I should know that name?”

Powell burst into laughter. “He was the kid who amped up all the Babble Creek monster crap in the media when he claimed it killed his family and he barely escaped. No one here really took him seriously though. That year was a bad one for bears in the area and, frankly, Jeff was a messed up nerdy kid even before all that happened. When was it, about twenty years ago?” Powell’s grin was cat-like and full of mischief as his eyes met hers. “Your day just got worse, boss. I mean it. The guy’s hardcore and as crazy as they come—especially where the monster is concerned—but sane enough to serve in the Gulf War from what I’ve heard. Special Ops, too, or something like it. Hope he doesn’t flip and go all Rambo on us.”

Becca wondered how Powell knew all that.

He seemed to notice her questioning glance. “Checked his records during my break when I first heard he was back this morning,” he said. 


“I knew I should have stayed in bed yesterday.” Becca sighed and stormed off to her office, leaving Gab and Powell behind. “Find him,” she ordered over her shoulder. “See to it he doesn’t cause any trouble. This town’s already got its share today.”


 


 

Tom


 

The drive to the farm where Jeff grew up was a short one. He told Tom it was as good a place to start as any and Tom didn’t protest. Tom still hadn’t figured out if Jeff was completely off his rocker or not and it was his policy not to anger crazy people. He was quiet and withdrawn for the duration of the trip, not knowing what to say, and remained that way even after they reached the farm and got out of the car. 


Jeff led him around to the trunk and popped it open. Tom’s breath caught at the arsenal tucked within it. Jeff chuckled at him. “Like I said, I got us covered on the firepower front.”

Tom looked the weapons over. An M-16, a .30-.06, an M4, and two older-looking-but-well-taken-care-of pump-action shotguns rested inside the trunk alongside two holsters with their belts wound around them. One contained a .44 Magnum and the belt held a pair of 9mm handguns. What caught Tom’s eye the most was all the gear surrounding the weapons. Motion detectors, tripwires, a small box of four grenades, and more technical-looking stuff that he’d be hard-pressed to define their function.

Tom picked up the M-16. “Been a while since I held one these,” he said, stroking the rifle with a fond remembrance of better days. “I have to ask, man: are you hunting a monster or planning on fighting a small-scale war?”

Jeff tossed him a clip. “Load up. The more daylight we have hunting this thing, the better. It’s big, strong, and a lot faster than us.”

As Tom gathered his gear, he noticed Jeff looking at his old home. No one had bought the place despite Jeff’s numerous attempts to sell it over the years. Vines grew up its sides and snaked their way around the banisters of the porch. A portion of the roof looked on the verge of caving in. Given the shape it was in, it was more than a fixer-upper and Tom couldn’t blame anyone for not buying it.

It reminded him of Jeff and how the man before him was not the one that left town.


 


 

Powell


 

Powell went to check on Becca a few minutes later and found her passed out in her office over a stack of paperwork from last night’s wreck. She’d kind of left him in charge so he called in Brent and Warren. Between the accident, the return of Jeff Taylor, and the department’s day-to-day stuff of the town, they needed the whole staff on duty.

He placed Warren in charge of overseeing the daily routine and sent him out on patrol. Gab was the logical choice to man the office. He was the most professional of them in that regard and knew how to keep things rolling from his desk. Brent, the department’s heavy muscle, he took with him to find Taylor. If Taylor had come back to town to stir things up or worse, he wanted the best back up he could get. Brent was one of those guys who the high school had to special order a football uniform for even back in his teens. He was a giant. Before he joined the Babble Creek Department, the man had worked as a detention officer over in Macon and spent a few years on the semi-pro wrestling circuit. He had the experience and the moves to match his strength. Powell had once seen Brent take on five bikers single-handedly. Two of them needed to be hospitalized afterwards. If the big man had ever lost a fight in his life, Powell didn’t know about it. 


Their first stop was Gracie’s. Her little place was the only hotel in town. It made sense Taylor would have checked in there, and sure enough, he had and Gracie was throwing a fit about it. She told them that “that loser coach Tom Birchfield” was with him and the two of them apparently spent their night turning the room she’d rented them into a pool hall. Gracie said Taylor and Birchfield left early, but that Taylor hadn’t checked out so she got the impression he’d be back. Powell pitied him if he did return. The man was in for one heck of a tongue lashing. Gracie was in a rage so Powell let Brent handle her while he went to see what he could find in Taylor’s room.

Once giving it a sweep, he found nothing useful in the room or any clue as to where the two men could have gone; just the stench of cigarette burns on the carpet, empty beer cans, and other trash. Powell rescued Brent from the old lady’s wrath on his way out, promising her they’d see to it that Taylor paid for the damages when they found him and then they’d make him hit the road. 


Powell glanced at his watch as they drove down Main Street. “You hungry?” 


Brent smiled at him.

“Guess that was a dumb question. How about we get some lunch and see if Taylor’s at the diner? I can’t remember the last time I ate with all this craziness going on.”

When they got there, Rita met them at the door. It was a bit early for the normal lunch crowd and the place was mostly empty. 


“Morning, boys. What can I get for you?” she asked, leading them to a booth. 


“Coffee, black. Lots of it and keep it coming,” Powell replied.

“Thought you were going to eat?” Brent asked.

“Some things are more important than food.” 


“Whatever.” Brent ordered the largest of the breakfast platters like he usually did and Rita raced off with her pad in hand to fetch it. She returned quickly with Brent’s heaping plate of eggs, bacon, sausage, gravy, and biscuits.

After she’d left, Powell studied Brent over his coffee. The big man shoveled eggs into his mouth at a frightening pace, but Powell noticed his glances at Rita. “You still have a thing for her, don’t you?”

Brent nearly choked on his eggs. He looked at Powell with a mix of denial, embarrassment, and a touch of anger. 


“Well?” Powell said. 


“We have traveled this line of thinking before, man. We both know she deserves someone better than me. I mean, come on, I barely scrape by on my salary. How could I support her? Not to mention my weight problem.”

Powell frowned at him. “Brent, one of these days you’re going to wake up and realize you would have been the best thing that ever happened to her, but by then it’ll be too late. She will have moved on. Rita isn’t going to wait on you forever.”

They finished their meal in silence. Their next stop was the old Taylor home. Powell figured Jeff would pop by the old farm if just for a quick look. Taylor still owned the property. There was also the matter of all the emotional baggage that went with the place for Taylor to consider. Yeah, he’d probably go there at some point.

Sure enough, the third stop proved to be the charm. There was a car left unattended behind the Taylor house.

Powell pulled their patrol car to a stop beside it and ran its plate. It was a rental registered to Jeff Taylor. A quick inspection of the area around the car produced evidence Tom was with him. The ground was littered with cigarette butts of the brand the coach smoked. Powell could see the Camel label on some of the ones not smoked right down to the butt. Brent whistled as he popped the trunk and looked in.

“You better take a look at this,” the big deputy called to him.

Powell came over. A pair of pump-action shotguns and other weapons rested beside stacks of ammo and hunting gear.

“Looks like they loaded up and headed into the woods,” Brent said.

Powell nodded in agreement. “This isn’t good. This isn’t good at all.”

“Why?” 


“Because this proves Taylor is still a whacko and we’re going to have to go into those trees after him before he hurts himself or even Tom.” Powell slammed the trunk closed. “Better call it in to Becca.” As Brent stomped off to their car, he added, “and grab our shotguns, too. We’re probably going to need them.”


 


 

Tom


 

The summer sun beat down. Tom’s clothes were drenched in sweat underneath the camo jacket Jeff had given him. Between the heat and exhaustion, he was beginning to find it hard to breathe. The M-16 he carried continued to grow heavier with each step through the forest. Jeff was pushing them on at too hard a pace. The man didn’t seem to be bothered by the heat in the slightest. He walked a few feet ahead of Tom, his eyes glued to the funky, prototype motion detector he carried. The thing was like something from Star Trek. Tom didn’t pretend to understand how it worked, but he took Jeff’s word for it that it did.

He wiped the sweat from his brow with the back of his hand and worked up the courage to ask Jeff for a break. 


“Dude, are you sure this thing even comes out in the daytime?” he asked as he leaned against a thick tree trunk. 


“Depends on what it’s after, I guess,” Jeff said. “When I retired from the service, I spent a lot of time reading about creatures like this before I came home. Funny thing, most people describe the Sasquatch, Bigfoot, whatever you want to call it, as being peaceful. Some cryptozoologists claim they’re herbivores. Let me tell you, this thing that killed my father wasn’t some peaceful, giant primate. The thing was pure evil. It killed out of rage and bloodlust.”

“Great,” Tom said, “and here we are looking for it.”

“Someone has to put it down. All the people who go missing in these woods every year, all the mysterious and unexplained animal attacks, I believe they’re the work of this thing. People here just don’t want to admit it. Babble Creek is in denial. Like the rest of the world, the folks here can’t think outside the box long enough to realize what’s actually happening. People don’t want to accept the existence of something so unreal and dangerous living next door to them.”

Tom stared at him in silence, stumped by his words and logic. 


Jeff continued. “I have to find this thing. I’m not leaving here until I do. I know the authorities are going to come after me, if for no other reason than to make sure I’m not going to stir up trouble with stories of the monster again and bring the media and thrill seekers to their little paradise like before.” 


“You have to admit, you sound kind of crazy.” 


Jeff laughed. “And yet, I am the only one sane enough to see the truth of what’s happening here.” Jeff motioned for him to pick up his rifle, which was against the tree beside his leg. “We’ve rested too long already. We don’t have any more time to waste. Night will be coming soon and then it will have yet another advantage over us out here.”

Tom grunted and followed after him as the man darted off deeper into the trees. 



 


 

Becca


 

Becca woke up at her desk. Her head lay on the paperwork spread across it. She sat up, shaking her head to clear the cobwebs of sleep. She didn’t mean to drift off. How much time had she lost?

Gab knocked at her door. She waved for him to come in. 


“More bad news, boss,” he said. “Powell and Brent found Taylor’s car at his old house. They said there was a crap load of weapons in it and they think he’s taken Tom Birchfield into the forest with him to find the monster, the one the stories say killed his family. They went after him. Guess that means he’s as crazy as Powell was worried he’d be.”

“When it rains, it pours, huh?” Becca bit at the top of her thumb. “Anything else turn up with the wreck?”

Gab tilted his head. “We’re still calling it a ‘wreck’?”

She shrugged. “Call it unrealistic wishful thinking on my part but, yes, we are for now. I don’t think ‘murder’ quite fits. An animal attack makes the most sense. Mr. Daily is speeding along the road, he swerves to dodge something in front of him and ends up in the ditch. Then that’s where things fall apart. A bear could easily be our assailant except for the way the door was thrown off the vehicle.”

Gab shook his head. “You may have to rule out your bear theory entirely ma’am. Things were so crazy last night, I sent Warren up to the scene again just to make sure you guys didn’t miss anything. He says he found some tracks.”

“Let me guess.” She leaned forward in her chair. 


“Yep,” he said. “Bigfoot tracks. Don’t know anything else to call them. Had to call Warren into town before he could make a cast of them though,” Gab paused. “You don’t think that Jeff guy is behind this, do you? I mean, maybe he killed Mr. Daily and set the whole thing up to prove that the Babble Creek monster is real?”

“I doubt it. It just doesn’t fit with what we know about Jeff and his history in this town. How in the Hades do you fake paw-like hand prints on a man’s crushed skull like that? I was there. I saw the body. Tell me, Gab, honestly, do you think maybe the Babble Creek monster is real?”

“Beginning to look that way,” he said. “It’s the only thing that explains things. Lord knows there certainly more than a few people who at least halfway believe in the thing.”

“Crap,” Becca muttered. 


“You want me to give Justin and the boys a call?”

“No. I’m not ready to go that far yet. The last thing we need at this point is more lunatics and rednecks running around those woods with guns.”

“There aren’t exactly any protocols for dealing with something like this,” Gab said. 


“Let’s wait to hear from Powell. Maybe we’ll get lucky and bring Taylor in. In the meantime, hop on the phone and see if Lauren’s got the results of those tests she sent off to Asheville yet.” 


“Yes, ma’am,” Gab said and promptly disappeared from her office, leaving her alone with the stacks of paperwork.


 


 

Justin


 

Justin hoped the drool wasn’t obvious as he stared at Amanda’s rear end. He’d never seen a finer one. He felt kind of wrong stealing glances at her as Pastor Ensley led the congregation in prayer, but he couldn’t help himself. He was just a man. Justin prayed the Lord would understand.

Fred stood beside him in the pew with Terry. They smelled like the beer they had this morning to fight off their hangovers. Sometimes he wondered why they even bothered to come to the evening service. Justin guessed it was because he did. Ever since he inherited his dad’s used car business and was able to leave the nine-to-five grind behind, his popularity in Babble Creek had continued to grow. Most folks thought he had it made; the fact that he was the best tracker and hunter in town didn’t hurt either. He had won the annual deer hunting competition , which was a huge event for Babble Creek, for the last five years running. People looked at him with a respect he knew he didn’t deserve. Once in a while, it really bothered him. In reality, he wasn’t nearly as well off as he was made out to be by the rumor mill. 


The church wasn’t crowded. It usually wasn’t on a Sunday night. Only the truly devoted or those who couldn’t make the morning service attended. He thanked God Amanda was one of them. It was a heck of a lot easier to see her here than behind the jewelry counter at the Walmart where she worked. She was his reason for coming tonight. He believed in God, but it was her that kept him coming to church.

The prayer ended and everyone took their seats. Fred’s eyes closed almost instantly. Justin promised himself he wouldn’t elbow the man unless the guy started snoring. Justin shot a glance at Terry, who shrugged helplessly. The pair of them were often more trouble than they were worth, but the three of them had been friends since grade school.

Pastor Ensley began his sermon and Justin did his best to pay attention. 



 


 

Jeff


 

Jeff frowned. The sun was already past its zenith in the sky and they had yet to find any tracks left by the monster. Deep inside, he admitted his real hope was the monster would have found them by now. He’d hoped the thing would come after them to defend its territory. Maybe he’d even hoped it would remember him and come to finish what it started all those years ago. 


“Let’s go home, Jeff,” Tom said from where he sat on the grass. One of his shoes was off and he was inspecting the growing blisters on the sole of his foot.

At that moment, two blips suddenly appeared on Jeff’s motion detector screen. They weren’t large enough to be the creature and Jeff’s sudden hope vanished as he recognized that. “We have company coming,” he said. “Get up.”

Tom pulled himself to his feet, grimacing as two men in deputy uniforms from the Babble Creek Sheriff’s Department emerged from the trees. One was a giant in his own right, the other a more sly-looking man in his early thirties.

The shorter one was clearly in charge and smiled at them. 


“Now, gentlemen, I hope you have permits for those weapons you’re carrying.”

Jeff held his rifle like a professional killer, ready for trouble. Tom must have seen the look on his face because he moved between him and the deputies. 


“Whoa!” Tom shouted. “Nobody wants any trouble here, officers. We were about to head home.”

“Coach Birchfield,” the deputy whose badge read powell said, “if you and your friend will hand over those rifles, we can all head back to town together. Hate to say it but I don’t know many people that go hunting with M-16s.”

Jeff watched in disgust as Tom tossed the big deputy his rifle then turned toward him.

“Come on, man. Don’t make this worse than it is.”

Jeff sighed. It wasn’t supposed to end like this. Finally, he nodded in agreement, lowering his rifle. Tom went to reach down to pick up Jeff’s motion sensor from where he’d dropped it while he brought his rifle up at the deputies. Tom screamed. Something lifted him from his feet and yanked him into the mass of trees behind him too fast for even Jeff to get a clear look at what it was.

Jeff couldn’t believe he let the officers take his focus off the area around them. He didn’t hear the sensor beep and now the monster was here and it had the upper hand.

“What the—?” Powell yelled as both he and the big man retreated a step and raised their shotguns.

Jeff felt a smile light up his face. He dropped to one knee, firing round after round into the woods where Tom had disappeared. The big deputy leapt on him, knocking the rifle from his hands. 


“Hold your fire!” Powell shouted.

The woods around them were quiet and still. 


“You idiots,” Jeff said. “He was dead the instant the thing took him. We’re going to be, too, if you don’t get it together.” He tore free of the big deputy’s hold on him and reached for his motion sensor. Jeff cursed when he saw its screen was shattered.

The two deputies were on edge and kept their weapons aimed at the trees. The short one, Powell, had discarded his weapon in favor of Tom’s M-16. 


“What exactly is out here with us, Taylor?” he demanded.

“You bloody well know what it is!” Jeff snapped, trying to decide whether to make a run for it or stay and use the officers as bait in the hopes he could get a clear shot at the thing. 


“Do you think it’s gone?” the big deputy asked.

Tom’s headless corpse came flying at them from the trees as if in response to the question. It struck the big man, knocking him from his feet. Powell opened up on full auto, spraying the direction it came from while Jeff ducked low, swiveling his head to take in the rest of the area where they stood.

The monster would have guessed how they would react and anticipated Powell’s retribution.

Jeff saw no sign of the thing. “Stop,” he yelled. “Stop it. You’re just wasting ammo.”

Powell ceased fire, looking at Jeff as if he was completely insane. 


“It’s gone,” Jeff said, disappointed. 


Brent hurled Tom’s decapitated body off of him and rolled over vomiting onto the weeds. The coach’s body was badly damaged. The ivory white of broken bone protruded through his skin in multiple places where the thing had clutched him. Blood poured from the top of his neck. Brent’s shirt was covered in it. 


“We need to move,” Jeff said. “Without my motion sensor, we’re sitting ducks out here.”

“All right,” Powell conceded, helping Brent stand. Brent appeared rather shaken up and Jeff didn’t blame him. 


“This way.” He led them back toward the Taylor farm. “The next time someone dies, we have to make sure it does, too.” 


By the time they reached the cars even Jeff was sweating. Powell appeared on the verge of collapse. While the man tried to catch his breath, he motioned for the other deputy to get on their patrol car’s radio. 


“It has our scent now,” Jeff said. “If it’s angry enough, it’ll come after us as long as we’re not in town.”

“Sorry, man,” Powell said to Jeff. 


“For what?”

“For thinking you were off your rocker.” 


A roar erupted from somewhere deep in the woods. The deputy jerked up his M-16 and aimed at the forest. Jeff barely managed to stop him before he squeezed the trigger. “Don’t. You can’t hit it. Besides, that M-16 is likely only going to tick it off more if you do. It would take a really bloody lucky shot to get a clean kill with that weapon.” 


Jeff popped open the trunk of his rental car and grabbed a grenade.

Powell’s eyes bugged out. “What are you doing?”

“Buying us some time to get away from this place.” Jeff pulled the pin and wound up like a pro pitcher and hurled it into the trees. A moment later, fire, dirt and splinters came through the woods. The explosion hurt his ears. He was playing a hunch the explosion would scare the sasquatch off or at least give it pause. They were in no position to make a stand if it came charging at them. 


Brent already had the patrol car running. “Get in!” he shouted.

Jeff and Powell hopped inside as it peeled away and the car took off out of the drive, speeding toward the main road into town. 



 


 

Becca


 

Becca felt stupid. A man died in her town last night and here she sat Googling facts about Bigfoot. This wasn’t why she’d ran for the sheriff’s office. Things like Bigfoot weren’t supposed to be real yet all the evidence pointed to the creature or something like it living in the forest surrounding Babble Creek. She knew Powell and Brent hadn’t radioed in yet or Gab would have let her know about it. She was beginning to get worried about them, despite Powell’s normal tardiness.

According to her research so far, Bigfoot was peaceful and only attacked if angered or threatened. The creatures tried to steer clear of humans as much as the zealous folk who believed in them tried to prove they existed. Some of the facts about them were disturbing. Some sources said the males could weigh two thousand pounds and possessed the strength to throw half their weight. Their muscle density was much higher than that of even the toughest bears and some reports claimed they could reach speeds of over forty miles per hour. If one of those things was really out there, they were in serious trouble. The thing would be next to impossible to stop without risking the lives of her officers. She considered radioing the department over in Macon for assistance, but decided against it. She already took crap from them for being a woman; she didn’t want them to think she was crazy, too, if there was a more rational explanation to the attacks.

She shoved her chair away from the desk and closed her laptop. She was tired of sitting and waiting to hear something. 


Becca was en route to the old Taylor place when she got the call from Brent on the radio. The deputy’s voice was frantic as he told her they’d found Taylor and that the Babble Creek monster was real. He and Powell had Taylor with them and were heading to the department to regroup.


The road was deserted as she drove, a byproduct of living in Babble Creek. Everyone was either at home with their families or getting ready for the week ahead except those at church who wouldn’t have let out yet. She steered her car to the edge of the road as she saw Powell’s car heading toward her. As soon as it passed, she whirled her own car around to follow it back.

Becca pulled into the department’s parking lot behind them. She stepped from her car and stormed over to Taylor as he and her deputies were getting out. She slammed him against the side of their vehicle. “What is that thing, huh? Two people have been killed in my town in less than forty-eight hours. I want answers and I want them now!” 


Jeff Taylor stared at her. “You already know exactly what we’re dealing with, don’t you, Sheriff?” 


Becca released him and turned to Powell. He was a wreck and in the process of lighting up a cigarette from the emergency pack he’d kept in his car ever since he quit the nasty habit over a year ago. “Becca . . .” he said, “we’re going to need some bigger guns.” 


Becca, Powell, Brent, and Warren gathered with Jeff in her office. Gab was busy making them coffee and keeping watch over the phone in case a report of the monster came in. 


“Mr. Taylor, you have no idea how much I would like to lock you in a cell and book you for Tom’s murder, but as it stands, we need all the help we can get.”

Powell cut in. “Gab gave Justin and his little gang a call. They should be here with the dogs soon.”

Becca nodded her acknowledgment and continued. “What exactly are we dealing with? Is that thing really a sasquatch?” 


“Yes,” Jeff said. “I believe it is, or it’s so close it doesn’t matter. It’s old, been in these parts a long time. If you flip through your files from the past two decades—now that you believe—you’ll see evidence of that.”

“I thought Bigfoot was peaceful,” Warren said. 


“They’re supposed to be.” Becca cut her gaze to Jeff, looking for an explanation. 


“This one’s not,” he said. “For whatever reason, this one is feral. It’s a born killer. The thing enjoys toying with its prey.” 


“Does it really matter?” Powell said. “What matters is, how do we stop this thing?”

“You’re not going to tonight without a lot of people dying,” Jeff said. “In the woods, it already has too many advantages over us without adding the cover of darkness. I suggest we wait until morning and go in with only the most experienced hunters you have. Simple numbers aren’t going to work. It’ll just pick us off one or two at a time as it feels like it until we get lucky.”

“This thing is huge.” Brent shifted on his feet where he stood in front of Becca’s desk with the others. “Do we even have anything that can take it down with a single shot?”

“That’s a good point,” Becca said. “The department’s shotguns, AR 15s, and Glocks aren’t hard-hitting enough. They’re not going to get any real penetration.”

“I am sure Fred has something we can use to go along with Mr. Taylor’s .30-.06. They’re a lot of hunters that live in this town. Rounding up some firepower shouldn’t be a problem,” Powell said.

“Take Warren and get on it,” Becca said.

Powell looked like he didn’t want to leave. He was the ranking deputy and wanted to be a part of the planning, but he reluctantly led Warren out of the office. 


Becca turned to Jeff. “What about traps? Could we rig up something to stop it?”

“Sure, but the thing is smart, too. It’s been living near humans and killing them for a very long time. It’d be a long shot to bag it that way, but we could try,” he replied. “There’s three grenades left in my car. We could pick them up and set some tripwires.”

“Whoa,” Brent said. “Why don’t we just call in the National Guard? Heck, the Macon department has a helicopter and more manpower than us. We don’t have to do this on our own.”

“Yes, we do.” Jeff walked to stand directly in front of the big man. “Do you really think anyone else would take this seriously, no matter what we told them? They’d screw it up. People would die, or worse, we could scare the thing into hiding for a few months then all this would just start again later with the thing more angry than ever. It has to believe it can take us or we’ll have lost before we even started. We’re not going to find it unless it wants us to or it comes after us.”

“All right,” Becca snapped. “We go in at dawn with the biggest guns we can find and show this thing whose town this really is. We do this ourselves and fast. Understood?”

No one challenged her. They all knew she was in charge. As far as Babble Creek was concerned, her word was the law. 



 


 

Powell


 

As the sun rose above Babble Creek, a convoy of cars followed by a beat up pickup truck, with a bed full of dogs, and an expensive, high class SUV came winding up the road toward the old Taylor farm where Jeff’s rental car waited. The line of vehicles came to a halt in the large area of gravel around it. The entire Babble Creek sheriff’s department along with Jeff, Taylor, and Justin with Fred and Terry were soon standing staring into the trees at the edge of the Taylor land. Everyone was armed. Becca, Powell, Justin, and Jeff carried high-powered rifles which were in theory capable of scoring a clean kill with a single shot. The others carried shotguns and AR 15s. Each officer also had their standard issue Glock 40 sidearm in holsters at their sides.

Fred tightly held the leashes of the finest hunting dogs in the county. The department often used them for search and rescue. Today, the dogs were not only trackers, but also an early warning system for the thing that lurked somewhere deep within the forest. Jeff had argued fiercely they should all stay together, but Becca had decided to split them off into smaller units with Powell’s group, which contained Fred and the dogs, in the lead. The other two groups were going to flank Powell’s, staying a little bit back to both widen their search and serve as reserves in case Powell wasn’t able to take down the monster when or if it came after them. 


Powell slapped Fred on the shoulder. “Lead the way.” He and Warren followed Fred and his dogs into the trees. They definitely had the scent of something and started tugging them along. 


About a half hour later, the dogs came to a dead halt. Their excitement and eagerness suddenly changed into a reluctance to move forward at all. The smallest of the four dogs tucked its tail between its legs and began to whimper.

Fred looked spooked by their behavior. “I have never seen them act like this before.”

Powell took the radio from his belt. “Becca, I think we’ve got something.”

Warren stood watching the trees, his knuckles white from the death grip with which he clutched his AR 15. “Powell,” he said quietly, “I hope you’re ready.” 


Powell raised the high-powered rifle to his shoulder. The scream scared him so badly he almost squeezed the trigger. There was no question that it belonged to Becca . . . but Becca never screamed. It wasn’t in her nature. Warren was already darting through the forest in the direction it came from. “Wait!” Powell shouted after him. Fred stood looking at him, as if waiting to see what he was going to do. Powell cursed, lowering his rifle. “Follow the idiot!” he said, taking off after Warren.

Powell arrived in time to see the thing—he had no better word for it—catch Warren as it emerged from the trees, and lift his fellow deputy from the earth with a single hand. It flung Warren several yards through the air. The man struck a thick tree trunk head first with a sickening thud and the loud snapping of bones. Warren fell to the earth, his face a bloody mass of pulped and torn flesh, and lay still. Powell guessed the thing was easily ten feet tall. Muscles rippled under brown fur as it angled its head back and roared like an angry bear. Powell almost wet his pants from the sound of it. The roar was so fierce and primal, it sent chills through him, but he forced himself to stand his ground.

Becca was sprawled on the ground in front of it. Her Glock 40 spit empty casings as she fired again and again into the thing’s stomach with no apparent effect. The upper half of Terry’s body lay beside her. Intestines dangled from the torso’s bottom where legs used to be. Amazingly, Terry was still alive. His face was pale, contorted in a mask of pain. A rifle cracked and a bullet ripped into the monster’s shoulder, splattering blood into the air.

Powell saw Jeff taking aim for a second shot. Brent, Justin, and Gab came running into the clearing behind the monster. Brent’s shotgun thundered. The slug slammed into the thing’s back and left a patch of red trickling through its fur, but Powell saw the shot hadn’t done any real damage; it had just made the creature more angry.The monster whirled on the newcomers. It charged them, covering the distance with only a few long strides. Gab sprayed it with a continuous stream of fully automatic fire from his AR 15. It backhanded Gab as it passed him and headed for Justin in the center of their group. The side of Gab’s head folded inward from the blow as he was knocked from his feet. Gab’s left eyeball dangled loosely from its socket attached by a thin piece of flesh as his body lay twitching in the dirt. Powell watched, still trying to get a good shot, as Brent leapt onto the thing. Brent grabbed the monster under its arms and tried to pin them in a type of lock Powell had seen professional wrestlers use. The creature was far too strong and ripped Brent off of it easily, batting him away like a fly.

A round from Jeff’s rifle hammered its way into the creature’s back. It staggered from the pain of the gaping hole left by the high-powered round as Justin put a bullet into its chest. At last, Powell found his shot and took it. His rifle kicked against his shoulder as blood and brain matter sprayed into the air from the back of the monster’s skull. The thing lumbered forward a few steps and fell into the dirt, causing Justin to leap to the side to avoid being crushed by its corpse.

Becca was on her feet, loading a fresh clip into her Glock. She walked straight up to the thing, aimed between its eyes, and emptied the pistol point blank. When the gun clicked empty, she moved out of the way and motioned for the others to make sure the thing was dead. Powell followed suit as Jeff and Justin popped off a few more shots into the thing’s body. Its huge form lay unmoving in a pool of its own blood. Its eyes were gone, replaced by bullet-scarred holes from Becca’s Glock. Deep red and bloody holes covered its body. Powell lowered his rifle. Becca sank to her knees with an expression of relief, looking very much happy to still be alive.

Jeff, however, closed in on the thing and placed the barrel of his rifle directly onto the thing’s forehead. He pulled the trigger, sending a crack of thunder into the air.

Fred was nowhere to be seen. 



 


 

Becca


 

Hauling the sasquatch out of the woods was anything but an easy task. Becca was forced to wait until a four-wheeler could be brought up from town and a makeshift sled built for the thing’s corpse so they could get the body to the vehicles at the old Taylor farm. Loading it onto Fred’s pickup was an even worse ordeal. They covered the body with a tarp. Becca wasn’t ready for Babble Creek to know monsters like this actually existed. She and Powell decided to take the corpse to Lauren. She at least was going to have to know. There was no way around it.

There were Terry, Gab, and Warren’s bodies to deal with as well. Were it not for the stink thanks to the hot sun, she would have waited until nightfall to try to smuggle the thing through town, but she was forced to come up with a cover story of a rogue grizzly to explain the deaths and what rested underneath the tarp. It made sense and was something she hoped no one who lived in the town would question. 


Brent was banged up from the battle. The fact he had just wrestled hand to hand with a sasquatch and wasn’t hurt worse was a miracle in itself. Becca sent him ahead as soon as the bodies were loaded then radioed the ER to expect him. She noticed Fred was still looking uncomfortable. She assumed it was because of his cowardice. They had found him waiting with the dogs when they first came out of the woods. There was no point in making an issue of it and the others seemed to agree. No one railed him out for it. Everyone was in kind of a state of shock, she figured, except for Jeff. He gave the appearance of a man who had fulfilled his purpose in life. His demeanor was almost jubilant. He sat in his car, partly leaning out the driver’s side window as he watched the others get ready for the trip back into town. 


“Mr. Taylor,” she said as she walked over to where he sat. 


His head swung around in her direction. “Sheriff,” he said, getting out and standing up. 


“You’ll be leaving tomorrow.” Becca made sure the words did not come across as a question. 


“Yes, ma’am,” he said. “I think you can handle it from here without me.”

She ignored his response. “Don’t let me see you in these parts again.” 


She turned to order Justin to roll out, but Jeff called after her. “Are you going to tell people the truth of what happened here? Make them understand the monster is real?”

She stopped and spun around. “That’s my choice, not yours.”

“That’s not an answer. I have seen things like this covered up before. The sheriff in Babble Creek when I was a kid swept everything under the rug and played me as crazy because it was just easier that way.”

“Like I said, it’s my call to make and you’ll have to live with that fact.” She moved on to her patrol car and slammed the door after she got in.

As she followed Justin and Powell down the long drive, she looked in the rearview mirror to see Jeff still standing by his car. 



 


 

Jeff


 

Jeff watched Becca and the others leave. Once they had vanished from view, he turned and walked toward the house where he had grown up, and ascended the steps on the front porch to the main door. He went in. Bugs skittered across the floor as the sunlight behind him shone into the room. The smell of rot and animal waste took his breath. He covered his mouth and shook his head in disgust. There was nothing to be seen here anyway. He didn’t know what had made him think taking a look inside was a good idea. The place held only darkness, and the darkness was over now. His father and brother had at last been avenged. They could rest in peace. He could move on and, maybe, with luck, live a normal life. 


He stepped out onto the porch and took a deep breath of fresh country air. It was hard to believe it was all over. Somehow it didn’t feel real. It felt as if there was something left to do. Jeff hopped over the porch railing to the grass and walked around the house, taking one last look at this place of nightmares before he headed to his car.

A roar erupted from the trees beyond the gravel drive. It was not the voice of the creature which had so long haunted him. It sounded different, as if it was a cry of grief not rage. He broke into a run. Jeff knew the voice belonged to another of the creatures and it was going to come after him like he had its kin. His rifle was his only hope.

As he reached the car, several more howling voices roared in the woods, a chorus of sadness becoming rage. Jeff was amazed at how much emotion lay in the cries. These things were more human-like than he’d ever guessed and that was not a good thing. 


He jerked his rifle from the car and stood facing the tree line. He could no longer keep count of the number of voices in the air. His heart thundered in his chest and sweat poured from his skin. If he was going to die today, that was okay, too. He wasn’t going to go down without a fight, though. Chambering a round, he raised the rifle as an eight-foot-tall creature lumbered from the trees at the head of a large tribe of monsters. It was female. Large sagging breasts hung from underneath the fur of its chest. Jeff took aim and put a bullet into its skull, knowing he was slaying the mother of at least some of the child-like creatures in the pack. They were only about the size of a man, but their bodies were still thick with muscle. The wailing monster flopped to the ground then lay still. No sooner had the body hit the dirt than the others came. They were of all sizes and shapes, male and female. The smallest looked to weigh a little over four hundred pounds and was tiny in comparison to most of the others. A large male led the charge; Jeff took note of the fury in its eyes. There was hurt and anger there, too. In that instant, he realized these things weren’t going to stop with his death. He’d stirred up a hornet’s nest of primal vengeance and it would be coming for all of Babble Creek. 


The beast-like creature that raced toward him stood nearly a dozen feet tall and the ground shook with each of its steps. Hulking muscles rippled even through the thick layer of hair that covered its arms and legs. Jeff raised his rifle and put a .30.-.06 round into its shoulder. It spun, betrayed by its own momentum, and went skidding sideways in the dirt. His aim moved to the rest of the pack. As one they bounded toward him as he fired again and again into their ranks. One of his shots caught a female in her shoulder and blew a hefty chunk of flesh into the air. Another of his shots slammed into one male’s forehead and sent brain matter splattering into the wind as his round exited the backside of the monster’s skull. The red eyes of the pack blazed even brighter with anger and hatred. The rifle was torn from his grasp as they reached him and dozens of hairy hands grabbed onto his body. Jeff heard his own screams echoing across the land as they tore him limb from limb. 


The last thing he saw was his own blood and strands of flesh spraying up into the air.


 


 

Brent


 

Rita was waiting on Brent when he reached the emergency room. He felt the urge to make a run for it when he saw her, but he forced himself to don a smile. His heart fluttered like a nervous teenager’s.

She raced to him, stopping just short of embracing him. “Oh, Brent,” she said, bringing a hand up to the large bruise on his cheek and the numerous small gashes and scrapes on his exposed flesh. 


“It’s not as bad as it looks,” he said, rubbing at a gash on his lip. “I’m okay. Really, I had worse when I was on the circuit wrestling. Let someone get overzealous and go to town on you with a metal chair and this seems like nothing.”

“Thank God,” she said, clearly relieved. “I heard . . . I heard a bunch of people got hurt and some got killed at the old Taylor place. I had to know you were all right.”

“Rita, I . . .” he started, but she stood on her toes and placed a finger over his lips, being careful not to touch the many small cuts where the tree’s bark had tore him up. 


“I know how you feel about me, Brent. I can see it every time you look at me. Will you please ask me on a date before something really does happen to you?”

He was awestruck and struggled to shake it off. “Okay, Rita,” he said quietly, “okay.” 


She smiled at him. “Go see the doctor. I’ll wait right here for you.”

He nodded dumbly and went to the receptionist to tell them he was there. As the nurse led him into the ER proper, he was so happy he could barely keep himself from singing.


 


 

Marcus


 

The engine of the dirt bike whirred loud and clear as Marcus Hawk tore his way through the trees. He was as close to being a professional driver as they came without actually being one. Driving like this was dangerous, but it made him feel alive and he did it every chance he got. He knew these woods better than most his friends’ houses. He swerved, cutting onto the gravel road that ran from the lake into the outskirts of Babble Creek. He let out a cry of excitement as he hit a bump in the road and left the ground for a brief moment. He easily brought the bike down with perfect balance. Marcus slowed as he neared the spot where he left Anna and the others at the lake. His dad’s old gray truck and Donald’s Forester both sat parked on the roadside. He came to a stop, killing the engine, and left the bike behind him.

The sounds of splashing and playful yells came from all the way up the bank. He took off his helmet and slipped off his jacket before he walked the trail leading to the lake. Anna, Rachel, and Sheena were in the water. Travis sat on the bank, snapping pictures of them with his camera. Marcus’s gaze went directly to Anna. His breath caught as he took her in. Her long brown hair was soaked, plastered to her skin on the top of her shoulders. Like he always did, he reminded himself how blessed he was to have her in his life. They had been together for almost a year and Marcus knew in his heart she was the one for him. 


“Marcus!” she shouted as they saw him. “Tell your perverted friend to stop it or we will seriously hurt him.”

He sighed as Donald looked over at him, realizing he was back. “Put it away, buddy,” Marcus told him.

Donald laughed and tucked the camera into the pocket of his shorts. 


“Thought you’d never come back,” he said. “You have fun?”

A large splash, like a limb falling into the water, came from the other side of the small lake. The girls were suddenly screaming and swimming toward them.

Donald leaped to his feet beside Marcus. “What in the heck was that? Did a tree just fall in the water?”

Marcus’s eyes went wide. “It wasn’t a tree,” he said almost stunned beyond the capacity for speech. 


“How do you know?” Donald asked.

“Trees don’t swim,” he shouted, watching as a massive brown form underneath the surface of the clear water streaked at the girls. He ran to the edge of the bank to meet Anna as she came bursting from the lake. 


“Marcus,” she screamed, throwing herself into his arms. “What is that thing?”

The other girls were right behind her. Sheena hopped out of the water near them, but Rachel wasn’t so lucky. Something caught her and she vanished into the now-muddy and murky depths of the lake. The surface rippled and bubbled, turning red. 


“Oh, please no,” Donald muttered as the thing stood up. The deep water of the lake barely came to the thing’s chest. A creature stood towering over them. Sopping brown fur covered its body. Its eyes were filled with a burning hatred and the thing roared at them with a voice louder than a lion’s. Marcus knew in that moment that Sheena was beyond their help and he didn’t intend on sticking around to see her body float up to the surface. “Run!” he screamed at the top of his lungs, shoving Anna up the bank ahead of him.

The creature moved with speed and came at them in a fury. Marcus glanced back as he, Anna, and Donald raced for his dad’s truck to see the thing effortlessly overtake Rachel and scoop her into the air with a single hand lifting her above its head. It grabbed her lower body with its other hand and ripped her in half, silencing her cries for help while her entrails rained over it.

Something slammed into Marcus as he turned away form the horror behind him and started running again. Whatever it was slammed into his chest, causing him to lose his footing. The impact sent him rolling down the trail. As he tumbled, he saw it was Anna’s body that’d hit him. Most of the flesh of her chest was torn away, as if it had been clawed at by a single mighty swipe of a giant fan rake but with razor-sharp ends. One of her breasts was gone, leaving nothing but a ragged fleshy hole in her torso. Her neck was broken and her head flopped from side to side as their entwined bodies bounced down the path toward the water. Rage boiled in Marcus’s veins. They came to a stop with her corpse on top of him. He gently pushed her off and started to get up. He swore he was going to find a way to kill the thing that did this to her. The last thing Marcus saw was a huge, furry hand come down and envelop his head from behind, covering his eyes. His world filled with pain as he heard the crunching sound of his own bone caving in from the pressure of the thing’s grip.


 


 

Dirk


 

On the other side of town, Dirk was thinking about how much he hated Mondays. The work day was through, but regulations required he and Gerald drive to the tops of Rhodes Cove to inspect the main power junction before they called it a day. It was a simple matter of a quick glance, making a note things were running okay, then driving back. The catch was the junction was so far off the main road, the round trip took nearly an hour. Never in his career had he managed to talk Gerald into just skipping the stupid place and faking the paperwork.

“And people say ethics are a good thing.” He chuckled to himself. He stopped the truck outside the fence surrounding the junction, kept the engine running, and turned to Gerald. “Make it fast, man. I am beat.” 


Gerald shook his head with a frown, grabbing up the palm pilot-like work pad beside him, and hopped from the vehicle. The older man disappeared into the power junction as Dirk drummed his fingers anxiously on the steering wheel. He was bouncing along to “Spaceman” on the radio when he noticed it. Its massive shape blended into the trees, making it difficult to see. Dirk thought it was a bear until it moved like a man and he saw it stood on two legs and its upper limbs ended in giant hands not paws. He clicked off the radio and sat staring at it, frozen, sweat beading his skin. His instinct told him to kick it in reverse, push the pedal to the floorboard, and not stop until he was home, but Gerald . . . . He couldn’t bring himself to leave the old man regardless of how much he strained his nerves on a daily basis.

Terrified of agitating the beast, Dirk stayed where he was. All he could think of to do was wait for Gerald to return and pray the monster wandered off before then. Refusing to even turn his head, Dirk cut his eyes in the direction of the junction, trying to see what was keeping his friend.

Finally, Gerald came into view, strolling along, focused entirely on making notes on his pad. Dirk wanted to shout at him, to give him some kind of warning of what lurked in the woods. Gerald’s mouth was formed in an O; the old man was no doubt whistling “Back in Black” like he always did when just putzing along. The creature must have heard him, however, because it came tearing from the trees with a deep, bloodcurdling growl. Dirk had no idea what made him do it, but he floored the gas and the power company truck sped forward to meet the beast. WHAM! The thing was caught off balance and was knocked from its feet. It went rolling through the dirt, but the impact caused Dirk to lose control of the truck. In his panic, he slammed the gas harder; the vehicle spun in circles. It careened through the fence around the power junction and into the transistor inside. A shower of sparks filled the air as Dirk saw Gerald leaping to safety and the monster limping toward the old man.

The truck took a lot of damage from the crash. The fuel line or something must have been pulled loose because sparks ignited the vehicle into flames. Heat scorched Dirk’s flesh as a scream left his mouth for the last time. 



 


 

Amanda


 

The parking lot of the shopping center was fairly crowded for a Monday afternoon. Amanda rolled her cart full of groceries across the hot asphalt to her car and popped the trunk with the remote on her key chain. As she transferred the bags to the trunk, she made a list of things she had left to do today. Days off seemed long when you thought about them coming, but once they arrived, they blew by. Harold’s wasn’t the best place in town to shop, but she refused to go into the super center where she worked on her only break after five days straight with four more starting tomorrow. Harold’s was a quaint little local store that had been around almost as long as the town itself. It was the kind of place where everyone knew who you were and asked how you were doing. The service was great, but the prices were terrible if you lived on a budget. Clark, the store’s owner, did his best, but he simply didn’t have the buying power to match the prices of the big chains.

Out of the corner of her eye, Amanda saw someone walking up to her. She turned to see Lewis, a big grin on his face. 


“Give you a hand?” he asked in his too-chipper voice. 


“No thanks. I got it,” she said, hoping he would pick up she wanted nothing to do with him. He’d chased her ever since her husband passed away five years ago. She had remained single much to the shock of everyone who knew her. She was pushing forty, but was one of the most attractive and fetching women in the whole of Babble Creek. She could feel Lewis undressing her with his eyes; she shuddered on the inside.

“Looks like rain,” he said, apparently trying to strike up a conversation. A mass of gray clouds were on their way in as the sun began its fall from the sky.

She shook a strand of blonde hair from her face. As politely as she could, she said, “I gotta get home, Lewis. I got to work tomorrow.”

“Sure thing.” He winked at her. “If you want, I could bring you some dinner later, save you from having to cook.”

Someone screamed from inside the store. Both Amanda and Lewis spun around as a string of shoppers came running out of the building.

“What the devil?” he said. 


“Run!” somebody shouted at them.

Lewis darted into the panicked crowd, grabbing a teenage boy by the arm, stopping him short. “What is it?” he demanded, yelling into the kid’s face. 


“There’s a dang ape loose in there. It came in through the rear loading area and killed Mr. Clark. It yanked his heart out of his chest and just started eating it like an apple!” The kid, clearly terrified out of his mind, wriggled his way free of Lewis’s hold and sprinted on. 


Amanda watched Lewis as he muttered a litany of curse words and took off for his truck. In North Carolina, a lot of hunters kept their weapons proudly on display in their vehicles’ rear windows and Lewis was as southern as they came. He opened its door and leaned inside, taking down one of the rifles that hung inside the truck’s cab. He chambered a round as he started to march up to the store’s entrance. His face wore a mask of smug, good old boy arrogance that said he wasn’t about to stand for this kind of crap happening in his town.

“Lewis!” she shouted. The man was a fool and was going to get himself killed, too. 


“Get out of here, Amanda,” he said. “This is man’s work.”

The store’s main door flew outward into the lot, hitting the ground with a metallic thump along with the sound of shattering glass as shards of it bounced along the pavement. A huge, nine-foot-tall ape-like creature came swaggering out. Its fur was slick with blood.

Lewis paused, clearly taken aback by the thing, his earlier bravado fading as quickly as it had been aroused. Amanda ducked into the driver’s seat of her car and cranked the engine as the ape-thing bounded forward. Lewis’s rifle cracked and was followed by a roar filled with pain and anger. She slipped the car into gear and floored the gas. The car jerked as she ran over the curb in her flight for the main road.

Amanda couldn’t bring herself to look back, and kept driving.


 


 

Lauren


 

Lauren emerged from the autopsy room to find Becca and Powell asleep in her office. Powell sat in a chair in front of her desk, his head leaning against his shoulder, snoring. Becca’s head was on her crossed arms atop the desk.

Lauren cleared her throat as loudly as she could. Powell sprang from his chair, drawing his gun from his holster. 


“Whoa there, slick,” Lauren said, waving his gun down as Becca stirred. 


“So what is it?” Becca asked, her voice thick with sleep. 


Lauren laughed. “You mean aside from being the greatest discovery of our lives? It’s the real deal. That thing is a sasquatch. I would stake my career on it. We’re sitting on a goldmine of fame and fortune.”

“No, we’re not,” Becca said. “That thing is going to be cremated and we’re never going to speak of it again.”

“Becca . . .” Lauren started, but the look in Becca’s eyes told her it was pointless. “Then why did you have me look at it?” 


“I didn’t. There was nowhere else to hide the blasted thing until it could be disposed of.” 


“And you knew I’d never forgive you if you didn’t,” Lauren said with a smile, and meant it. 


“Did you find out anything else about it?” Powell asked as he holstered his gun and reached for the steaming coffee Lauren kept fresh on the counter across from her desk. She recently got a new pot and the best thing about the purchase was that she made a constant effort to keep it filled. 


“Lots, but nothing that would help you, really.”

“Help us?” Becca asked.

“Yeah,” Lauren said, confused. She thought about it for a second. “Oh no, surely you didn’t think it was the only one out there. Sasquatch 101: they travel and live in small family groups. Of course, there have been reports of tribe-like packs as well.”

Powell dropped his freshly-poured coffee. The mug shattered and coffee went everywhere. They both stared at her, eyes wide, mouths partly slack.

She blushed and shrugged. “Didn’t you know that?”

“Jeff Taylor is a self-taught expert on the things. He didn’t mention anything about packs,” Powell said, “but then again, he’s also a nut.”

“Taylor was obsessed with this guy in particular. He might not have thought beyond the corpse in there on that table we made.”

“How many?” Becca asked. Her voice cut into Lauren like a knife. “How many more could we be dealing with?”

Lauren raised her hands, gesturing ignorance. “Depends on if it’s a family or a real tribe. I’d say anywhere from three up, given how rural this area is. We’re pretty secluded here and there’s so much untamed forest out there. There’s got to be at least a family, if not a lot more Taking into consideration the ritualistic scarring on our boy in the other room, though, I’d wager we’re facing a whole tribe.”

“Whoa, hold up, ladies,” Powell said. “What makes you think we need to deal with the others even if they are out there? I mean, this guy was a freak, right? Most of them are peaceful from what I have heard.”

Becca gave him a look that told him to shut up. “We just killed one of them. If they’re anything like humans at all, that’s going to tick them off a bit.”

“Yes,” Lauren said. “Even the most peaceful stereotypes of the creatures suggest they do attack if they feel they’re threatened. Beyond that, I would say the markings on the one we killed made him special somehow, maybe their leader.”

“Markings?” Becca growled. 


Lauren nodded. “Dense scar tissue like another of the creatures marked this one for some reason. You know, like Native Americans used to do with the folks they exiled. Some shamans wore similar disfigurations as a sign of their status in the tribe.”

“So you think our guy was either an outcast or a holy man? I thought the things were animals.” Powell bent over with a handful of paper towels, mopping at the hot coffee on the floor, trying to clean it up.

“They’ve been growing and adapting just like we have, I would imagine, and since there hasn’t been any real documentation they even exist, much less a study on them, it’s impossible to say what they’re capable of and what they’re not.” Lauren took a breath. “If they do have the kind of social structure like what I’m guessing, you better pray this guy was an outcast.”

“Why?” Becca got up from behind the desk.

“Because if he was a holy man, you’ve just started a war.” 


The lights in the office suddenly went off. A fraction of a second later the morgue’s backup generator kicked on, turning the room an eerie shade of red as the emergency lights mixed with the fading light that came into the room from the window.

“Oh, this can’t be good,” Powell said. 


“God help us,” Becca added.


 


 

Brent


 

Brent dropped Rita off at her house. The thick bandages on his mangled hands where he’d tried to stop his impact with the tree made it hard to drive, but he managed. He wasn’t ready for what he found waiting on him as he drove into the sheriff department’s parking area. Over a dozen people stood around outside, arguing amongst themselves. He got out of the car as the people swarmed him, barking questions and begging for answers.

“Calm down!” he shouted over the voices. “One at a time.”

Cindy pushed and shoved herself a path right to him through the small crowd. It was obvious she was relieved to see an officer back. “Brent, everyone in town has gone wild. The phones have been ringing off the hook. I can’t catch a breath without somebody telling me there’s a monster running loose.”

A kid who played football at the high school that Brent thought might be named Alan spoke. “My friends are missing, Officer Hyatt. I can’t get in touch with any of them.”

Another man complained about the town-wide power outage and telling a tale of someone saying they saw a fire burning up near where the power station junction was.

Pastor Ensley stepped forward. His face was white like he’d seen a ghost. “Officer Hyatt, there’s an ape at the grocery store on 110. I saw it kill Mr. Clark with my own eyes. Lewis Greenwall was trying to shoot it when I left. I came straight here. I didn’t know what else to do. I couldn’t get through on my cell.”

Cindy stuck out her ample bosom, and crossed her arms over it as she gave Brent a look that made him realize what she’d said about the phone lines was true. It was all too much for him to take in. Brent wished Becca was here. She’d know how to handle this mess. He’d always been the department’s muscle. Dealing with people wasn’t his strong suit. 


“The sheriff is on her way. Don’t you folks worry. Everything is going to be dealt with as fast we can do it.” He fought past the crowd, with Cindy trailing after him, and went into the sheriff’s office, leaving the others frazzled, confused, and angry. As soon as he got the door closed, he grabbed Cindy by the arm. “Get Becca down here now!”


 


 

Becca


 

Becca answered her cell. It was Cindy and she filled Becca in on what was happening at the department. Brent was in the background, yelling at people.

The big man’s voice was frantic. As she listened to Cindy ramble on, she made a priority list in her mind.

“Okay,” she said, “tell Brent to calm down. Tell him he’s capable of handling the crowd and we’ll be there as soon as we can. Powell and I are heading to Harold’s Market right now.” The siren blared as the sheriff’s car sped through the streets. “As soon as we take care of the thing at Harold’s , we’ll be in, okay?”

Not giving Cindy a chance to answer, she flipped her cell closed.

“We’re going to take care of the thing at the store, huh?” Powell said not taking his eyes from the road. Becca noticed he gripped the steering wheel hard. “Hate to say this, but there were nine of us this morning against one of those things. Three people died and Brent got hurt. Exactly what makes you think we can handle this thing alone?”

“We have to. It’s our job. The thing’s on our turf now. That evens the playing field a lot.”

“Don’t suppose you have a plan, do you?” he asked.

“Shoot the bastard until he doesn’t move anymore,” she said curtly. 


“That’s not what I meant. There’s only three of us officers left. We can’t protect the whole town. If these creatures are . . . invading Babble Creek in force, we don’t have the manpower to be everywhere at once or the firepower to stop them.”

“I know.” She sighed. “Let’s deal with this for the moment. I’ll come up with something.”

Powell glanced over at her. “We need help, Becca. It’s time to call in some. This mess has gotten too big.”

“Look out!”

A creature like the one they’d killed ran up the road at them. The thing had to be doing forty-five miles an hour, easy. Powell swerved and avoided it. The patrol car spun out, whipping around as the beast passed them. The creature stopped and stood in the middle of the road as if trying to decide whether it should attack them or keep going. Powell was already out of the car. The creature sprang at them as it saw him. Its huge legs quickly closed the distance to the car before Becca could open her door. A large, hairy hand burst through the passenger side window and reached for her. She threw herself sideways, ducking, as she struggled to tear her Glock free from its holster. She knew how ineffective the weapon would be, but it was the only option she had right now.

Powell’s rifle cracked. The deputy had circled around behind it and got the drop on it. The fur-covered hand pulled out of the car. The monster roared as Powell fired again. The bullet smashed into the thing’s chest, punching a deep hole into it. Its body flew back onto the car’s roof with such force it caved in above her. She kicked with her feet, pushing herself out the open door on the driver’s side as the deputy’s rifle thundered again. A heavy thud came from the other side of the car. Becca flopped onto the road as Powell raced around the car to make sure she was okay. As soon as he did, he jumped in the air with joy and let out an excited whoop before he helped her up. 


“I nailed the thing,” he said through a smile of tobacco-stained teeth. 


“You sure?,” Becca said sarcastically. They walked around the car together. The creature’s body lay motionless, blood leaking from a gaping hole in its forehead. Another bloody hole was dead center in its chest. “I’m impressed,” she admitted.

Powell shrugged. “It was really luck.”

“This one isn’t as big as the one from this morning.”

“Still, it’s two for the good guys.” He laughed. 


Becca allowed herself a grin before she became all business again. “We need to get back to the station. Only God knows how many more of these things there are.”


 


 

Justin


 

“That’s weird, power going off before the storm,” Hank said.

Fred struck a match and lit the ancient kerosene lamp old Hank had fetched from somewhere in the bar’s backroom.

Justin watched the wick catch as the lamp sputtered to life. He didn’t drink like Fred did, but today he sure felt like he had earned one. To tell the truth, he needed it. Terry might not have been the best sort of friend, but no one deserved to die like that. 


“Yep, sure is odd,” Old Hank added. “If it was anyone but you boys I’d be closing up.”

“Thanks, Hank,” Justin said. “We appreciate you staying.” 


“What happened at the Taylor place this morning? Heard it was something to do with a bear that gone bloodthirsty or something.”

“Shoot no! It weren’t no bear!” Fred exclaimed before Justin could silence him.

Justin stood and grabbed Fred by the back of his neck. “We can’t really talk about it. You’ll have to ask Sheriff Becca if you want to know the details. Isn’t that right, Fred?”

“Ow, man,” Fred said, rubbing his neck as Justin let go of him. 


“What I don’t understand is how your dogs didn’t get hurt? You’d think they would have went wild on the thing.”

“Hank, please,” Justin said. “Drop it, okay?”

“It’s my fault,” Fred said, voice beginning to slur from the booze. “I shouldn’t have left you guys.”

“Guess I best get Fred home, Hank. I think he’s had enough.” 


Hank nodded his goodbye and set about locking up the bar as Justin led Fred into the street. 


“What ya doin’, man? I’m fine,” Fred said. 


“Come on, buddy. Let me drive you home. I think we’ve seen too many people get hurt today already.” Justin shoved him into the passenger seat of his SUV. “I’m not taking no for an answer.” 



 


 

Brent


 

Brent paced nervously in Becca’s office. He’d sought sanctuary after he’d finally managed to get the crowd to disperse and head back home. He knew he wasn’t the sharpest tool in the shed, but even he realized what was happening in Babble Creek was bad, real bad. He very much wanted to radio Macon County’s department and call in reinforcements, but that was Becca’s decision to make not his and he didn’t want to overstep his bounds. She’d said they had to deal with this on their own, and if Brent was anything, he was loyal. 


Cindy poked her head into the office. “Brent, Rita’s on the phone. She sounds upset and asked to speak to you.”

“Transfer it here.” Brent plopped into Becca’s chair and picked up the phone when the line lit up. He knew at once the call wasn’t good news. 


“Brent, there’s something in the woods behind my house,” was all Rita had to say before he took charge of the situation. 


“I want you stay right where you are. Don’t light any candles. Keep the house dark and be as quiet as you can. I’m coming.” He sprinted from the office. When he passed Cindy on the way, he said, “Tell Becca I’ve gone to Rita’s when she gets here.” Outside, he slid into his car and turned on the sirens. He peeled out and the car screeched as it shot onto the main road. He glanced at the shotgun laying on the passenger’s seat beside him, and knew it was next to worthless if his hunch about what he’d be facing played out. It didn’t matter. Rita was all that mattered and he would rather die before he let anything happen to her. 


The radio crackled as Becca’s voice filled the vehicle. “Brent, this is Sheriff May. Cindy told me what you’re doing. I am sorry, but I’m ordering you to turn around right now. We need you here.”

Brent left the radio where it was, ignoring her. It tore him up inside, but some things mattered more than even his job and his duty. He reached over and turned the radio completely off, pushing the gas down harder as the patrol car blazed its way through Babble Creek. 


He left the siren on as he pulled into the drive beside Rita’s house. He doubted it would scare off anything that lurked in the trees, but he could hope that it might anyway. Rita’s door flew open and she came running onto the front porch to meet him.

Brent stepped from the car with the shotgun held tightly in his hands. “Get in the car,” he shouted. An inhuman growl cut the night as a giant hairy beast came charging from the trees right toward him. Brent fired on it. Blood flew from the creature’s left leg where the shot nailed its fur and flesh, but the wound did nothing to slow it down. The big man pumped another round into the shotgun’s chamber as the monster drew closer. Rita screamed. He saw her on the porch darting back and forth as if she didn’t know whether to make a break for the car or go back inside and lock the door. He didn’t have time to tell her what to do. The hulking beast was within yards of him. He jerked up the shotgun as a desperate plan formed in his head. He waited until the thing was nearly on top of him, so close he could smell the stink of its rancid breath, then he leaped forward, shoving the shotgun’s barrel straight into the monster’s neck. He squeezed the trigger the moment the barrel made contact. The shotgun bucked in his hands. He ducked as the monster swung at him with a vicious backhanded swing, trying to push him away from it. The thing staggered, clutching the hole in its neck as blood poured over its matted hair and stained the fur of its chest a bright red. Its cries turned to wet, gargling noises. Still holding its neck, trying to stop the bleeding, it stumbled into the trees and out of view.

Brent turned his attention back to Rita and saw her finally make her choice. She came flying down the porch to the car. He jumped into the driver’s seat and slammed the vehicle into reverse as soon as she was inside. 


“What was that thing?” she asked. 


“Bigfoot,” was his only response as her house shrunk in the rearview mirror behind them. 



 


 

Powell


 

Becca and Powell stood over her desk, looking over a map of Babble Creek.

“This is hopeless,” he said. “With the power out and the phone acting funny now, not to mention we’re down to three officers assuming Brent even makes it back, there’s no way we can save everyone.”

“I spoke with Sheriff Davies in Macon. Every officer he can spare is en route along with some help from their police department.” 


“That’s great, but we both know with the road winding down the mountain and into town, even without the rain that may be coming, it’s going to take them an hour or more to get here. As fast as these things are moving, half the population of Babble Creek will likely be dead by then if it isn’t already.”

“What we have to do is get everyone together,” Becca said as Justin walked into the office. “Somewhere we must have a chance of holding the things back.”

“Where’s Fred?” Powell asked as Justin, apparently overhearing what Becca had been saying, looked at the map. 


“He’s sleeping off a little too much drink.” Justin tapped the map with his finger. “How about the high school? It’s what we use for tornadoes and the like. The gym is big enough to fit everyone and the doors are metal. We can chain them shut and put snipers on the roof.”

“Sounds like a plan, unless these things can jump,” Powell said. “It’s better than anything I got.”

“The school’s fine,” Becca said. “The question is, how do we get people there and fast? Not everyone is going to have a radio that runs on batteries or a backup generator. We don’t have the time to go house-to-house. The risk of encountering those things is too great as well. Bumping into one would be bad enough, but running into a pack, that would be the end of it. We can’t afford to lose anyone else.”

“We’re just going to have to hope people come there on their own as they realize how bad things are,” Powell said, pulling his Glock from its holster and checking its clip. The weapon was near useless, but the act of doing so made him feel better anyway. It was good to know it would be there if he got desperate. 


Becca looked exhausted and he knew she was.

He decided it was time for him to step up and try to take some of the stress off her shoulders. “Justin, get Fred and round up everyone you can as you go. Take them to the school and start getting it ready.” 


“Where are you going?” Becca asked as Powell headed for the office door. 


“I’ve got a plan. I’ll meet you guys there,” he said. He didn’t have to look back to know they were all staring after him. 



 


 

Brent


 

This Monday night was one for the history books, Brent thought as his patrol car reached the main road running through Babble Creek. The sasquatches were no longer bothering to keep to the shadows and folks were beginning to figure out what was going on. The streets of the town were far from quiet this evening. All hell had broken loose. People ran everywhere—streets, sidewalks, lawns—it didn’t matter. Many of the store windows were smashed in and shards of glass littered the sidewalks. Worse, it wasn’t from looters. The sasquatches stalking the street would often grab the people in their path and fling them aside as they closed in on whatever unlucky person struck their fancy as a target. Brent saw one of the creatures close in on an elderly woman out of the corner of his eye as the patrol car flew by. She swatted at it with a folded up umbrella before it pulled her close and bit into the top of her skull while its giant hands crushed her shoulders. Old Hank’s bar was on fire. The dancing orange hues of the blaze mingled with the bright starlight and the full moon above. Brent watched in disbelief as a sasquatch bounded from an alleyway straight into the middle of the road in front of him.

“Hold on!” he told Rita.

The beast left him with only a couple choices: try to swerve and risk losing control of the car or hitting it head on. Brent jerked the wheel hard to the right and felt the bump of the wheels of the car bounce up as he went onto the sidewalk. He kept the gas floored and said a prayer as the car flew past the monster. It reached for the car with an impossibly long arm and managed to rip the siren from its top with a shower of sparks before Brent was clear of it and speeding down the road. Rita incoherently yelled at him as the thing tossed the siren aside. It chased after them.

“It’s coming!” she said.

Brent saw the monster gaining ground in the rearview. Worse, he knew he couldn’t punch it all the way because someone might dart out in front of him thanks to the chaos in the streets. 


What to do . . . what to do . . . what to—

“Screw it,” he said, slamming on the brakes and kicking the car in reverse. The patrol car lurched backwards. Almost immediately, metal met flesh and bone as him and Rita slammed into their seats from the impact. Their bodies jerked forward as one and Brent’s face smashed into the steering wheel; when he sat up he spat teeth and blood. He glanced over at Rita to see that her seatbelt had spared her from injury. The sasquatch was on the asphalt clutching its right leg. The white of bone stood out from underneath its fur and the thick muscles of its leg. It howled a deep, pain-filled cry.

“I have to finish this,” Brent said as he got out of the car, shotgun in hand. 


“No!” she yelled as he pumped a round into the weapon’s chamber and started toward the beast. “I can’t lose you!”

Brent ignored her plea and hefted his shotgun as he walked toward the beast. 


It saw him and tried to stand. A fresh howl cut the night as it toppled back to the ground. Brent shouldered the shotgun and fired it like a rifle. The blast nicked the monster’s forehead and cut its cry short. It was dazed as Brent walked closer to it, firing round after round into it with every step he took until the shotgun was empty and he stood next to the hulking mass of muscle and hair. He dropped the useless weapon and drew his Glock 40 as the beast slapped at him with its left arm. He barely avoided the blow as he took careful aim with his Glock and put a trio of rounds into the thing’s face. One round broke the monster’s nose, hitting it at just the right angle. Another thudded into its cheek, ricocheting off the bone. The last one struck Brent’s intended target and entered the monster’s brain as it reduced its left eye to pulp. The wounded creature finally slumped over, twitching. Brent emptied the Glock into it for good measure and popped out the clip, replacing it with a fresh one as he raced back to the patrol car where Rita stood waiting, apparently having gotten out to watch the battle.

As they hopped into the car together, she hugged him close. He gently pushed her away, knowing they had to get moving before another of the things made a run at them. Brent hoped the vehicle would still run. He knew there was nothing he could do to help the other people on the streets. The clip in his Glock was his last and he regretted using so many bullets to take the beast out, but he needed to know it was going to stay down. There was at least one more of those things behind them close by, already killing people at random as it moved through the town, roaring its fury and anger to the world. 



 


 

Amanda


 

Amanda cowered in the closet of her bedroom. Her legs were pulled tight to her chest, huddled almost completely into a ball with her back pressed to the closet’s rear wall. When she had gotten home from the nightmarish events at the grocery store, the line to the Sheriff Department was busy. Even when she tried dialing 9-1-1, she got the same recorded message that all lines were busy. Her nerves were a wreck, and she kept replaying the images of Lewis fetching his rifle and the large ape-like monster emerging from the store, its matted fur and musky stench mixed with the hot smell of fresh blood.

As she shakily put away her groceries in an effort to take her mind off things, she instead told herself over and over there was nothing more she could have done or even do now. As she worked, an eerie feeling of being watched crept over her. She shoved the can of spaghetti sauce into the pantry and shut its door only to see the glowing red eyes of an animal staring at her through the kitchen window. Frozen, she felt drawn to those red eyes, analyzed them, waited for the creature to make the first move. The power was out and the small candles she had lit as she worked cast shadows throughout the half-dark room. Outside, a car drove by. The thing beyond the window stood to its full height; fur and muscle filled the pane. She could swear the house shook as the monster sprinted out of view.

Finally mustering the courage to move, she grabbed the biggest knife she could find from one of the drawers and ran deeper into the house. She went to her bedroom, shut the door and locked it behind her, and hid in her closet. She’d been there ever since.

There was no telling how much time had passed, but it had to be fully dark now. The noise of a vehicle turning into her drive roused her from her hiding place. Throwing open the closet, she darted to the room’s window. An expensive-looking SUV sat in her driveway with its lights on. There was a knock at the front door. A wave of relief flooded her. 


“Amanda?” a man’s voice called. “Are you in there?” The voice was familiar, but she couldn’t place it. 


“Yes!” she screamed as loud as she could, stumbling through the dark hallway as quickly as she could toward the main door. She opened it to see Justin standing there with a high-powered rifle in his hand. 


“You go to my church, don’t you?” Amanda asked not really knowing what to say.

The man nodded. 


“Yes, ma’am. My name is Justin.”

“I know,” she said. She noticed him blink in surprise. She guessed he hadn’t expected her to know his name. When he spoke, his words stumbled one over the other. 


“That’s Fred in the Outback over there. Look, there’s trouble, a lot of it. Sheriff May has me rounding up people to take them to the high school. Everyone’s supposed to hole up there until help arrives.” 


Amanda’s mind was overwrought with all the problems she faced. “Oh, okay,” was the best she could manage as Justin took her hand in his and dragged her to the car. 



 


 

Powell


 

Babble Creek was a full-on war zone now. The mangled and broken corpses of its citizens were everywhere. The crumpled and broken forms of men, women, and children lay scattered everywhere in the streets. Powell counted five of the sasquatches from where he crouched inside the hardware store. The shouts and screams coming from the street were dying down. Most of the good ol’ boys that had shown up in a couple of pickup trucks carrying rifles and shotguns were dead. They drove in like maniacs and leaped from the back of the truck and its cab, their guns blazing. The creatures came at them in force. They hadn’t lasted long. For all their efforts to make a stand against the monsters, they’d only killed one and royally ticked off the others, catapulting the beasts from mere anger into outright rage. The sasquathes had closed in on them quickly and tore them to shreds. Powell didn’t think he would ever forget the sight of the one redneck in his # 3 Nascar shirt that two of the things went after at the same time. The man was ripped in half like a cartoon character, torn apart down the middle. The worst of it was the way his intestines stringed from one half of his body to the other like cheese on a hot pizza. 


Powell had no choice but to ditch his car in the chaos. It drew too much attention, drawing the things to the noise of its engine like flies to rotting meat just as the redneck boys’ truck and guns had done.

His plan required him to stay alive, he reminded himself. Becca and everyone else needed him. In fact, his plan might be their only hope of staying alive until the Macon department boys rolled in. He couldn’t help but wonder what had become of Jeff Taylor. Had the man left town before the attack started or was he lying in a ditch somewhere, dead, like so many of the other people in Babble Creek? Powell wondered about Brent, too. So far, he hadn’t seen any sign of the big deputy. He hoped Brent was alive and Rita as well because he knew Brent had gone after her.

A loud conversation of grunting, animal-like voices called his attention to the street once more. The creatures seemed to be talking to each other in some sort of primitive, ape-like language. It was easy to underestimate their intelligence from their appearance. They were every inch the big, savage brutes you saw in B-grade horror flicks but only larger. Their discussion reached an abrupt end and the creatures as a pack raced away into the darkness beyond the dim glow of the fires that looked to have spread from Old Hank’s bar to several other buildings in town.

Powell waited a few minutes to make sure the beasts were gone then hit the streets himself. His destination was a good mile outside of town to the west. Steeling up his courage, he broke into a jog, trying hard not to look too closely at the bodies of the dead around him as he hurried on.


 


 

Becca


 

When Becca arrived at the high school, Justin’s SUV was already waiting in a sea of scattered and poorly parked vehicles that appeared to have been abandoned in a hurry. Three men stood guard outside the main door to the gym. She knew them all. The lanky and hyper Alan, who worked in the produce section of the super Walmart; Keith, the town’s most diehard motorcycle junkie who also couldn’t ride one worth a crap, but ran the town’s leather shop that catered mostly to tourists; and Hank, who she was surprised to see. Hank waved at her as she approached them.

“Sorry about the bar,” she said sincerely.

Hank nodded and then shrugged, “Maybe it’s for the best anyway. Gives me a chance to start over.” He laughed.

All three men carried Glock 40s from the department’s arsenal. Hank was also armed with the ancient, double-barreled shotgun he’d kept handy underneath his bar counter for years. Keith held an AK-47 and she glared at him as he opened the door for her.

“We’ll talk about getting a permit for that later,” Becca said to him.

He grinned at her with yellow teeth that had never seen a dentist in their life. 


“Sure thing.” 


Around fifty people were in the gym. Quite a few of them were families. She counted over a dozen children. Most of the people busied themselves setting up cots, handing out food, and talking in worried tones of shock and disbelief about the horror that had come into their town. All of these folks were counting on her to get them through tonight alive. Her heart sank as she realized just how few were actually present in the gym. It should be overflowing and she should be having a headache from trying to conjure up more room. She didn’t allow herself to give in to despair though.

She spotted Justin in the crowd. She flagged him down.

He made his way to her. “Sheriff May, any word on our backup?” 


Becca shook her head. While Powell and Justin had gone off on their tasks, she’d stayed at the station and tried to expedite the arrival of the help coming from the department over in Macon. Luck failed her. The best she had been able to get in terms of info on an ETA was they were in transit and would arrive as soon as they could.

Justin must have noticed how hopeless things seemed to her because he said, “Kind of feels like the Alamo, doesn’t it?”

She didn’t know if he was joking or not. Ignoring the question, she went to the business at hand. “How are things shaping up?”

“As well as can be expected. When you give the word, we’re ready to seal the doors. They’ll be chained and barricaded,” he said. “We both know those creatures are ultra strong, but our efforts might buy us a minute or two tops. Our main line of defense is going to be the snipers on the roof. All the high-powered rifles we have will be up there and we were able to scrounge up some night scopes for most of them. So that and the distance of the building from any real cover should give us an advantage. We just need to make sure every shot counts. In the meantime, everybody in here who knows anything about how to shoot a gun—and even some that I trust enough to give a weapon to, anyway—are armed with what you let me take from your department’s storage. That’s better than nothing.” Justin suddenly looked guilty. 


“What?”

“I feel bad saying this but . . . well, we could station some folks outside the doors, too. They’d be cut off with no real place to retreat to if things go south, but several of the men here made me promise to ask if they could volunteer to stand watch outside.” 


Becca wasn’t ignorant enough to believe she could stop them in this situation if they were determined to, and Justin’s tone told her they were ready to get out there and start a Bigfoot Holocaust. Besides, it wasn’t a bad idea in terms of the gym’s overall defense. Becca nodded. “That’s fine, but if they’re real marksmen, I want them on the roof. They could do a lot more good for everyone from up there. Make sure they realize that, Justin.” 


“So that just leaves one question, ma’am,” he said. “When do we lock up and seal this place tight? Every minute we wait is a risk.”

“I know.” She frowned. “Let’s wait another ten minutes or so for Powell, Brent, and any other stragglers that might be coming. If they’re not here by then, go ahead and chain the doors.”


 


 

Brent


 

Brent and Rita heard Becca’s plan on the radio for everyone to head to the high school. Getting there was the hard part. When they had arrived at the department, Becca was gone. The department was empty and its arsenal picked clean. The patrol car was low on fuel and driving it through Babble Creek was getting close to suicide. On their drive to the department, Brent counted over a dozen beasts and it was impossible to know how many more were lurking around. The roads were too cluttered with wrecks, overturned cars, and were too confining to permit the speed needed to outrun the sasquatches if they came after you. Trying for the school on foot wasn’t a better option either. The upper hand belonged to the monsters and he and Rita had no weapons except for his Glock and its only remaining clip. Rita’s safety was the most important thing to him and he knew Becca needed him at the school, but there was no guarantee it would be safe there either. His options went from limited to one as he weighed them carefully. It was a difficult choice to make, but ultimately he decided taking refuge here in the station and waiting for help. It was all they could realistically do at this point.

He led Rita into the rear of the building where the detention cells were located and locked themselves in one. The thick, heavy metal bars might be enough to save their lives if they were discovered by the creatures. 


Rita took a seat on the cell’s lone bunk. Brent sat down next to her and took her in his arms.

“I tried radioing Becca,” he said, “but couldn’t get a response. She must have her hands full.”

“I imagine so,” she said and Brent saw the fear in her eyes.

“I’m sorry,” he whispered into her ear.

“Don’t be,” she replied. “We’re still alive and that’s what matters. I’m sure Becca can handle things without you.”

“I hope so,” he said, “I truly do.”

From outside of the cell area came the sound of a terrible crash as something tore its way into the station. Brent was on his feet instantly. He stood, staring as the creature burst through the wall. It lunged at them and smashed itself against their cell. Brent opened fire on it as the monster grabbed the bars and strained to bend them open. The whole cell shook as the thing’s monstrous strength rattled the bars and sent a snow of dust and ceiling fragments onto them. Brent’s shots seemed to only make the thing angrier, the bullets unable to penetrate its thick muscle tissue enough to do any real damage. 


“Brent!” Rita wailed as she pressed herself against the back wall of the cell.

Brent’s heart sank as he realized there was no way out. “I love you, Rita,” he said as he raised his 9 mm at her and put a single round into her forehead. Her body slumped to the floor below the blood splatter on the wall behind her.

He prayed the Lord would forgive him, but he couldn’t stand to see her suffer at the hands of the creature and have a slow and painful death.

With a mighty heave, the beast almost ripped the cell door from its hinges. Brent grabbed hold of its arm and moved as close to the bars as he could. He fought to get his pistol into position for a direct shot into one of its eyes. His only hope of taking the thing down was finding a spot where his shots wouldn’t have to go through its layers of muscle. A massive, hair-covered hand took hold of his head and struggled to pull him through the bars. Brent’s face hit the steel with an impact that left him so dazed he didn’t even scream or struggle as the monster continued to pull on him. As the deputy’s head was crushed against the metal, the last thing he saw in his mind was an image of Rita’s corpse leaking blood onto the dirty floor of the cell.


 


 

Powell


 

Powell scurried over the wire fence and leaped to the asphalt on the other side. He stood in the parking area of the Department of Transportation. He was alone except for the bright yellow trucks and road machines of the construction crews that sat around him like monuments to a long dead civilization. He quickly chided himself for being so melodramatic. The world wasn’t ending. The horrors of this night were solely Babble Creek’s. 


He sprinted across the lot to the work sheds. The town of Babble Creek was gearing up to expand the road leading into it from the outside world. Too many people had rallied about the nature of the road and were sick of being stuck in town when a storm knocked trees over and they had to wait for them to be cleared before they could get out of town at all. This meant not only cutting trees but also leveling the ground. Somewhere at the back of his mind, Powell found himself wondering if the road’s expansion helped spark the creatures’ attack as much as the death of their “shaman” or whatever. He knew he wouldn’t want the new road as a neighbor in case it had.

Powell’d signed off himself on the memo for the explosives and knew the blasting would have started within the next week. He also knew the Department of Transportation was currently sitting on a healthy amount of dynamite and explosive charges because of it. All he had to do was get them and make it back to the high school. The odds of everyone’s survival would shoot up dramatically if he could. The explosives could be rigged into traps or, in the case of the dynamite, be used like grenades if they were careful after they lit the fuses.

The shed was locked. Leery of shooting the lock off a building containing explosives and not wanting to draw any unwanted attention with the noise of such a shot, Powell headed to the main building to fetch the keys. A howl rang out in the night, one that was too close for comfort. He hit the dirt, falling flat on his stomach. If the thing hadn’t seen him yet he wanted to minimize the chances that it would.

The wire fence that stretched around the D.O.T. was nowhere near strong enough to keep out one of those things, so Powell lay still, listening. Tree limbs snapped in the woods to the east accompanied by the thunderous pounding of heavy feet drawing closer. If it was only one, he could take it, he thought, glancing at the rifle he held in his hands. But he wasn’t willing to take the chance unless he had to. It was better to just hope it would pass him by unnoticed.

The fence rattled and he imagined the wire bending under the grip of a giant, hair-covered hand. Powell couldn’t see the creature and didn’t dare raise his head for a better look. Wherever it was in relation to him, the thing grunted loudly and the fence shook again. Then the pounding of massive feet fading into the distance.

Relief washed over him and he said a prayer of thanks.

Maybe he’d gotten blessed after all.


 


 

Zack


 

“Do you believe this crap?” Ben said into his helmet’s radio over the roar of the copter’s blades. He was taking the bird into Haywood County. 


“Not our job to question orders,” Zack replied, shouting, as he gazed downward at the thick forest below. “If the sheriff says go, we go.” Zack was the ranking deputy of the Macon County department and he’d logged more air time in their new copter than anyone except for Ben, the department’s pilot. 


It bothered him, though, that he was up here when the sheriff and every other officer that could be spared were hauling butt in a convoy of patrol cars through the winding, piece-of-crap road that was the only way into Babble Creek. He wanted to be with them. 


“I mean, really, Bigfoot?” Ben laughed. “And we’re taking this seriously?”

“Sheriff May isn’t exactly known for her sense of humor, Ben.” Zack turned around in his seat and gave him a hard stare. “This is an official request for aid and we’re going to take it very seriously. Understood?” 


Ben didn’t answer him. He knew the pilot was new to the region. He was a rookie, too, when it came to how law enforcement worked and wasn’t even issued a sidearm. The man’s job was merely to get officers like himself where they needed to go in a hurry and occasionally fly over farms and such looking for “weed.” Zack didn’t believe May’s story either, but he did believe she was in trouble. Something was for sure happening in Babble Creek tonight and whatever it was certainly wasn’t good.

“What’s our ETA?” Zack asked.

Ben checked his instruments. “I’d say less than ten minutes, assuming I can find the town.” He was only half-joking though. “I don’t see anything but darkness and trees so far.”

“Wait!” Zack spotted a patch of lights off to the right below them. “What’s that?”

“Don’t know. The road in should be over there and we should be overtaking the sheriff and his ground pounders about now. Want me to do a flyby and find out?”

“Do it,” Zack said not taking his eyes off the lights below. “If that is the boss and the rest of the crew, they aren’t moving.”

The helicopter swerved and came around, lowering its altitude. Getting a good look at the road was nearly impossible through the tree cover, but Zack could see enough to know what happened. “Please no . . .”

Stretched out along the road was a line of Macon County police cars and the vehicles from his own department. The entire seven-car group that left Macon before they had was parked on the road. The first two cars looked as if the lead car had come to a quick halt, and the second had plowed into its rear, forcing the others to stop behind them. All of them still had their lights and sirens on. Many had open doors. The surplus light around the cars made it possible to see the bodies scattered about the road. That is, if you could still call them bodies. Most of the shapes looked more like pieces and piles of mangled meat with patches of clothing than the remains of human beings. Some kind of battle had taken place and his department had been on the losing side. For once, even Ben had nothing to say and Zack was thankful for the silence.

They hovered above the carnage for a few seconds before either of them spoke. Finally, Ben broke the silence, his voice somber. “Do some of those guys look partially eaten to you?”

Zack didn’t answer.

“So, uh, what do we do, sir?”

Zack tried to pull himself together and shake off the shock. “We call for backup.”

“Who?” Ben asked. “That was pretty much everybody.”

“The National Guard,” Zack said. “The Asheville department. I don’t care. Anybody we can get.”

“They won’t believe this until they see it.”

“Doesn’t matter. They’ll come just like we did.”

“And then what?” 


“We go on. There may be folks left alive in Babble Creek who need our help.”

Zack could tell Ben wanted to turn them around and hightail it back to Macon. 


“What good are the two of us going to be against something that could kill all of them?” 


Zack didn’t answer. “You said our ETA was ten minutes, right?”

“Yeah.”

“Make it five,” Zack said firmly.

“Roger that,” Ben said though his heart was far from in it.


 


 

Lauren


 

Lauren sat on the gym floor still wearing her lab coat. Becca had whisked her away from the morgue too quickly for her to shrug it off and grab her real jacket. The state of refugees and gym’s defenders was one of barely organized chaos despite Becca’s best efforts. Lauren wanted to wake up at home in bed only to find out this was all some kind of feverish nightmare, but she knew that wasn’t going to happen. Sasquatch was real and his family was about to come knocking at their door.


Blaming Becca for murdering the specimen that rested on the makeshift table back at the morgue would’ve been easy. In times like this, it was human nature to point fingers and place blame, but Lauren realized Becca was their sole hope of survival until help arrived, and she prayed help was coming soon. She’d seen one of the monsters up close and studied it intently during the small amount of time it allowed her to do so. No matter what Becca and the others did, the things were going to make it inside. She was sure of that. They were too strong, too smart, and too fast to be held at bay by the sad, pathetic forces gathered against them. 


Lauren nervously and methodically picked at her fingernails as she thought about how many people the things had already claimed. Babble Creek’s population was close to eight hundred yet there were less than sixty people—maybe only fifty—in the gym. Her analytical nature took over and she began to think about the variables, replacing hard numbers and facts with her best guesses. Lauren figured the creatures must number somewhere in the dozens. A whole tribe was on its way here. 


“Lauren?” a voice said, interrupting her thoughts.

Becca stood over her.

“Becca,” she said without bothering to get to her feet.

“I need you. There are some injured people. Mostly just bruises and minor cuts. You’re the closest thing we have to a real doctor.”

Lauren looked into Becca’s haggard eyes and scrambled to her feet. “I’m sorry,” she said. “Point me at them and I’m on it.” 


The smile that lit Becca’s face made her feel better. She was led across the gym to where the refugees had set up most of the cots. 



 


 

Justin


 

Justin stood on the roof of the gym and scanned the tree line through a pair of night vision binoculars. Fred and two other men—who were the best marksmen left alive in Babble Creek—stood with him. They each were assigned their own side of the roof to try to keep an eye out for anything approaching the building below.

Justin knew Fred was pretty much close to useless. Fred seemed sober now, but was on the verge of a breakdown. 


“They should have been here by now,” Fred mumbled to himself.

Justin didn’t ask who he meant: the monsters or their rescuers. He doubted he really wanted to know the answer. 


“Hey, Justin,” a man he thought was named Wade yelled at him from the south side of the roof. “You better come and take a gander at this.”

Justin walked over to him.

“Look down there.” The man pointed to the trees.

Justin lifted his binoculars and saw a hulking monster half concealed by the shadows of the night.

“Would have been impossible to see him without the night scope on my rifle. Thing’s been there like that for a couple of minutes. I think he’s checking us out. Actually, wanted to see if he was really loitering or just passing through before I told ya.”

“You should have told me the second you saw him.”

“Sorry.”

“You should be. If anything happens because of that particular monster—”

“Point taken.”

“From now on, okay?”

“Got it. Again, sorry.”

Justin gave him a hard glare then turned his attention back to the Bigfoot in the bushes. The monster stood at least nine feet tall. He was tempted to un-sling his rifle and put a bullet into its brain. It would be an easy shot. The creature would never know what hit it. He resisted the urge though. Unless the smaller beast was a scout, there were certainly others close by. Killing it and the crack of the rifle would reveal his position. Worse, it could stir the monsters up and have them tearing at the gym’s barricaded doors sooner than they might if he left the thing alone.

The three men who volunteered to stay outside as exterior guards at the main entrance were oblivious to the thing’s presence. They appeared to be nervously talking amongst themselves as one of them puffed on a cigarette.

They won’t know it’s there until it’s on top of them, Justin thought. 


“Want me to take it down?” the man next to him asked. 


“No, not yet. Let’s wait for them to make the first move. When it does, feel free to fill it full of lead.” 


The man smiled. “No worries there, mate.”

Justin returned to his own spot on the roof’s perimeter and resumed trying to keep an eye on his side of the gym as well as what he could of Fred’s.

He wished Powell and Brent were here. Their training and experience as real officers was sorely missed. Justin wasn’t comfortable with the whole thing of being in charge up here. Powell was a cunning and clever little man. It was hard to believe that those things could’ve caught him. Brent, Justin admitted, was likely dead and decaying somewhere on the streets like so many others. 


A loud whoop-whoop-whoop came from the west. Justin recognized what it was at once and turned his binoculars in that direction. Hope filled his heart when he saw it. The helicopter was pouring on the speed and coming straight toward the school. There was no time to fetch Becca. He had to act now if he wanted to make sure the people in it saw them.

In a wild moment of desperation, he tossed his binoculars aside and un-slung his rifle, taking careful aim at the furthest car from the school. His rifle boomed and a bullet ruptured the car’s gas tank. The explosion lit the night as fire leapt skyward in the darkness.

If the pilot of the helicopter doesn’t notice that, he thought, the man is blind.

He heard a roar off in the bushes. The Bigfoot noticed it, too.


 


 

Zack


 

Not long before, the flight over Babble Creek proper made Zack’s stomach churn with disgust. He had looked on with disbelief as Ben flew them above the streets littered with wrecked cars, broken bodies, and out-of-control fires. Ben refused to set them down. There was no way. Zack felt the fear radiating from the man like a tangible wave of emotion and didn’t dare press him to do so without cause. The worst of their flight over the town, though, wasn’t the carnage, but the beasts that roamed through it. They were like a sick cross between an oversized ape and a man. He’d counted three dozen distinct creatures by the time they’d made their second pass over Main Street and the town’s Sheriff Department. He radioed in all they saw, but knew no one would in their right mind be able to believe it without seeing it with their own eyes. Things like this simply didn’t happen in the real world.

As they reached the end of Main Street the second time, Ben brought them to a halt, hovering above the main road while Zack awkwardly unfolded a map of the town in his lap. As he fought with the map, he heard a sharp squeak of terror from Ben’s lips.

“What is it?” he asked. He saw Ben was looking down at the street below them. He followed his gaze. A pack of eight creatures gathered below the helicopter and were staring up at it with feral, angry eyes that glowed yellow and red in the darkness. Several of them roared their displeasure at the copter’s presence so loudly they were heard over the spinning of the blades. The sound sent shivers through Zack.

Something thudded off the side of the copter so hard, he knew it had left a dent. The sound was followed by that of two more impacts as a third shattered the window beside him. He ducked as a large rock barely missed him and bounced off the chopper’s ceiling. It thudded to the floor on top of the broken glass. 


“They’re stoning us!” Ben said. “They’re actually bloody stoning us!”

“Get us out of here,” Zack shouted.

Ben didn’t have to be told twice. He hit the throttle as the copter lurched and sprang forward, gaining altitude as it went. Zack looked at Ben; the pilot glanced back at him. Zack knew Ben was beyond rational thought. He had to get the man to calm down before they ended up tangled in the tall trees ahead of them. “Push it harder,” he said.

Ben pulled up more, then they were in the clear, far out of reach of the creatures and the treetops.

“Get a grip, man. They can’t get us up here. As long as we stay high enough, we’re safe. Got it?” Zack said.

It looked like the words at least partially sunk in as Ben brought the helicopter in the direction of Macon County.

“Uh-uh,” Zack said, “not yet. We’ve got one more place to check.”

“With all due respect, sir” —Ben made the word sound like an insult— “I’m taking us home.”

“Ben . . .”

“No,” he said. “Enough’s enough, man. I am not getting paid enough for this crap. This sure as heck wasn’t in the job description either.”

Zack drew his Glock and reached over, pressing its barrel into Ben’s side. “You can press charges for this later if you want, but right now there may be people still alive in this town that need us. We’ve got one place left to check and you’re going to fly us there or I will kill you as dead as those things in the streets would.” Zack hoped Ben couldn’t tell he was bluffing, but it had to be done. Bigger things were at stake than Ben’s sanity or even self-preservation.

“But if you shoot me, we’ll crash.”

“I didn’t say I’d kill you now, did I?”

“No.”

“You can only keep us up here for so long. We touch down, you go down. Got it?”

Ben grunted. “Fine, but then we’re going home.”

“All right.” Zack nodded and holstered his pistol. “Head east and keep us up as high as you can, but not so high that we can’t get a decent look at the ground.”

They flew toward the eastern outskirts of Babble Creek toward the town’s high school. When it came into view, an explosion lit up its parking lot. 


“What the devil was that?” Ben asked.

“Somebody that wants to get our attention pretty badly.”

“Looks like they got somebody else’s attention, too, though.”

The woods around the school came to life with movement. A dozen, giant, hairy forms poured from the trees, closing in on what looked to be the school’s gym. 



 


 

Justin


 

“Justin!” Fred screamed. “They’re coming!”

He didn’t need the warning, however. Justin saw three of the sasquatches bounding toward the poor fools who’d volunteered to keep watch outside the gym. His rifle was still up and ready so he selected a target and opened fire, yelling for the others to do the same. The creatures were moving too fast for any kind of real accuracy. His shot slammed into the lead creature’s shoulder, spraying blood into the air. It loosed a whelp of pain, but kept coming without slowing. He heard the cracks of the other defenders’ rifles and the rapid fire of a Glock. A shotgun boomed. One of the defenders put a round into the lead sasquatch’s stomach. In return it raced toward him, ripped him off the ground with one hand, and gave him a head butt that caved his face in and snapped his neck. Another of the door’s guards was so frightened he tossed his weapon aside and made a run across the parking lot. The shortest of the three creatures sprinted after him, overtaking him effortlessly. The man’s scream was long and loud as its hand plunged into his back and tore out his spine, exposing it to the night air.

Justin moved closer to the roof’s edge and changed his angle of fire to get another shot at the things as the unthinkable happened. One of the sasquatches sped toward the school and jumped, throwing itself onto the wall in front of him. The building shook with the impact. The creature positioned itself like an agile mountain climber and began to scale the remaining few feet of the wall. Its red eyes burned; Justin found himself staring into them, both scared yet strangely allured. If the thing had waited a few strides more before taking its leap, the sasquatch’s whole upper torso would’ve cleared the edge and it would’ve already been on the roof with him. 


Justin fired point blank. The round went clean through the monster’s skull. It released its hold and toppled to the ground with a loud thud. None of the others tried for the roof. They seemed to smell the people barricaded inside the gym and focused on getting inside instead. The man opposite him managed to kill one of the sasquatches as the monsters approached, leaving eight furious beasts tearing the gym’s doors asunder.

Justin hoped Becca was ready for them because they were coming in from both sides.


 


 

Becca


 

Becca heard the explosion then the barrage of rifle fire. Her reaction was fast and decisive. She ordered the women, who weren’t armed, and the children to take cover under the bleachers as she and anyone who had a weapon took up positions blocking the doors at both ends of the gym. Their forces were divided and under-armed. She and three men waited on the left side while Lauren and the other five defenders got ready on the right. No one waited for the monsters to make it inside. They all opened fire as soon as they saw hairy arms pulling the doors from their hinges.

A sasquatch squeezed its way inside just in front of her and shoved aside what was left of the makeshift barricade. Glock 40 rounds peppered its body with tiny dots of deep red, sending it into a berserker rage. One of the men with her carried a 12 gauge and pumped shot after shot into the thing’s hairy hide. It staggered and roared its seeming frustration at not being able to catch the bullets mid-air. The thing sprung forward, knocking the man to the floor with a viscous body blow. The man lay motionless with blood leaking from his nose and ears.

A quick glance across the gym told Becca that Lauren’s group wasn’t faring any better. Retreat was impossible. There were no other exits. As another of the creatures pushed its way inside, one of its large hands took a swipe at the man beside her and turned his face into a pulpy mass of bloodied meat. The last of the men who stood with her fired point blank into the monster’s stomach before he was yanked from his feet and tossed fast and high, screaming across the gym to land hard on the floor with the sound of snapping bone. 


On the other side of the gym, Lauren screamed as the beasts burst open the doors and crushed one of the men in the process. His limp and broken body slid to the floor from behind the now-open doors. Darius Luker, a tough-looking redneck, leveled his 12 gauge and put a slug into the first of the creature’s face. It lumbered backwards a step and collapsed with a heavy thud. Darius’s moment of triumph was short-lived, however. The next of the beasts put a hand completely through his body. He gagged on his own blood racing up his throat as the creature’s hand ripped back out of him, carrying a fistful of meat with it. Lauren screeched and turned to flee as the others with her fell to the beasts’ fury. She managed two steps before a hand closed over her head. The thing’s hairy fingers gouged into Lauren’s eyes and pressed them back in the woman’s skull. Blood poured down her front as her body struggled and twitched against the creature’s hold in her last moments of life. The creature threw her down. All hope was lost, but Becca still refused to give up. She snatched up one of the fallen men’s Glocks. Her battle cry echoed across the gym as she fought off her own pain and ignored the blood running down the sides of her head. She charged the second creature with both guns blazing. The 9 mils spat empty shell casings to the gym floor as she moved closer. The creature stood its ground, barely made a sound, and took the bullets as if waiting for her to get closer. When she was within its reach, it grabbed her and enveloped her in a bear hug so tight, she vomited blood into its eyes as her body was crushed against its chest and she left this world behind.


 


 

Justin


 

Below, the chorus of gunfire and screams rang from inside the gym. Justin's eyes burned with tears as he thought of all the good people dying below their feet in the gym below. “We have to get down there,” he shouted, knowing the only way down was either to jump from the roof or take time to lower the ladder they’d used to reach their position.

Fred’s hands locked onto him, holding him tight. “Let me go.”

Amanda was in there and she needed him. 


The report of a rifle from the helicopter hovering nearby drew his attention. A man who wore the uniform of a Macon County deputy leaned out from the copter, firing on the creatures left outside the gym.

Fred’s voice sounded far away even though the man was yelling right into his face. 


“We just have to hope some of them make it passed those things alive.” 


Justin broke free of Fred’s hold and darted for the roof’s edge, slinging his rifle onto his shoulder as he ran. He tossed himself over the side, catching himself on the edge, and started to climb down the wall with his bare hands. Gritting his teeth against the pain of his bleeding hands, he got as far as he could then let go. His left leg snapped as he hit the grass behind one of the monsters. The beast whirled on him, looking confused. Justin seized the moment, bringing his rifle to bare at the last possible second. God was with him. The bullet penetrated the thing’s sternum, striking its heart. The monster died instantly from the shot and fell on top of him, breaking one of his arms in the process. Justin screamed from the pain. He fought to stay conscious, knowing the sasquatch’s weight would crush him if he couldn’t worm out from under its corpse. With a heave, he fought with all the strength he could muster and pulled out from under it, collapsing into the growing puddle of its blood. Some got in his mouth, its taste rich and full and coppery. He weakly spat out what he could. His eyes closed as he tried to shout Amanda’s name. 



 


 

Zack


 

It was a massacre, Zack knew. So far he’d only seen three people come fleeing through the gym’s doors and four of the giant creatures had entered. He stared helplessly as one of the things scaled the wall to the roof of the building. It caved in under the weight of the massive beast, taking the men trapped on it with it. Zack snapped himself out of his shock and did the only thing he could: he took aim at one of the last few creatures left outside.

“Hold it steady,” he told Ben.

The helicopter wavered as rocks pelted it from the woods where more of the monsters approached. Zack took aim again. The helicopter shifted as he fired. His bullet sparked off the pavement next to the largest of the creatures. Other monsters emerged from the trees. Through the night scope on his rifle as he realigned for another shot, he counted over thirty and recognized most of them from the flight over the town. Zack knew he didn’t have the ammo to kill them all but he wasn't about to give up the fight. The few people who’d managed to escape the gym were nowhere to been seen. He prayed they had found somewhere to hide.

He slid back inside the copter, giving Ben the signal to get them moving as a fine mist of rain began to fall from the night sky above. 


“What the . . .” Ben rasped.

Zack turned to see a pair of headlights speeding along the road that led to the school. He wondered who in his right mind would be booking it for this institution of death.


 


 

Powell


 

Powell’s gut told him he was too late. Somewhere deep inside, he knew he had failed and the town’s blood was on his hands. Being forced to carry out the better part of his quest to retrieve the explosives from the department of transportation on foot had simply taken too long. If help hadn’t arrived, the others were surely dead by now unless Becca had pulled off a miracle.

The enormous dump truck wasn’t the fastest ride in the world, but it had the strength and mass to make its way through town without being stopped. He’d run over one of the monsters and smiled as its bones were crushed underneath the vehicle’s massive wheels after he plowed into it. At first, he had worried about the explosives detonating from collisions like that one, but his life hadn’t ended in heat and flames. He realized the explosives could only be triggered by hardcore heat or violence on a level way beyond what he was giving them, or by using their blasting caps. The D.O.T.’s safety protocols were strict in terms of what was allowed to be used for their construction. He thanked God for it, too. 


The rain fell. Heavy drops splashed against the truck’s windshield as he approached the school. He reached and flicked on the wipers. There was something in the air above the school’s parking lot. He strained his eyes and saw it was the Macon County department’s helicopter. Hope swelled in him only to die in a flash when he saw the creatures. They were everywhere around the school. When his truck crested the hill, he turned onto the drive heading into the lot. He hit the brakes hard. The truck’s tires squealed and the heavy vehicle ground to a stop as multiple pairs of red eyes fell upon him. Cursing, he kicked the truck into reverse and spun it around toward town. He mentally clocked the fastest of the creatures he had seen before at forty-five miles per hour. The distance between them and the truck had given him a head start or they would have overrun him before he even got moving. 



 


 

Zack


 

“Poor guy,” Zack said as the creatures bounded after the now-fleeing yellow dump truck.

“Better him than us,” Ben said. “We couldn’t have taken much more anyway. One lucky throw might have brought us down and you know it. This bird’s banged up enough already.”

“We’re going after him,” Zack said, reloading his rifle. 


“Uh-uh,” Ben said. “No way. That wasn’t the deal.”

“We can’t just leave him to die!”

“Watch me. We’re heading back.” Ben met his eyes with a cold glare. “I’ve gone way above the call of duty here. You wanna commit suicide, I’ll get you low enough for you to jump out and go after him on foot.”

Zack knew he wasn’t going to win against him this time even if he threatened to shoot him again. Ben would likely call his bluff and things could get uglier than they already were.

“All right,” Zack said. “Take us down.”

“You’re freaking crazy, man, you know that?”

Zack didn’t answer. The helicopter descended closer to the lot below.

 “Just make sure the help we called in gets here,” he said before he leaped the final few feet to the ground. He landed with his rifle in hand, ready to blast anything that came his way, but all of the creatures were gone, chasing after the unfortunate soul in the truck.

He raced for the bushes near the gym as the helicopter rose and sped away into the coming storm. Zack took cover, squatting behind the bushes as he studied his surroundings from his new vantage point. Movement in his peripheral vision drew his attention. A man laying in the grass next to the corpse of one of the monsters stirred then groaned. One of his arms was snapped back at an awkward angle, plainly broken.

Zack ran over to him. He fell on his knees beside him. “Take it easy, buddy. You’re hurt pretty bad.” He the noticed one of the man’s legs was broken in several places as well. “What’s your name?” 


“Justin,” the man said hoarsely. 


“I’m Zack.” The man eyed his uniform. “I’m a deputy from over in Macon.”

Justin was clearly in a great deal of pain. Zack was impressed he could endure it as he wasn’t sure he could have had the positions been reversed.

“Are you here to save us?”

“That was the plan. Didn’t quite work out. Those things ambushed the real help. They’re all dead, I’m sorry to say. It’s just me for the moment.” Zack helped him up and got a strong hold on him while Justin put his good arm around his shoulders for support. “What happened here?” 


“You really wanna know?”

“I think I can figure it out,” Zack said, “but what are those creatures? Where did they even come from?”

“Ever heard of the legend of Bigfoot?”

Zack nodded.

“Well, you’ve just met his family.” 


Zack didn’t respond and just let it sink in. Bigfoot’s family. So many of them. “Come on,” he finally said, helping Justin toward the gym. “We can’t stay here in the open.”

“No.” Justin stopped, holding Zack in place with the weight of his injured body. “I ain’t going in there. Get us to my car.”

Zack looked at the blood-smeared entrance to the gym. “Okay, good idea.”

Justin pointed him to his SUV and they got in the vehicle.

“Justin,” Zack said, “there’s other people alive. I saw a few folks make it out of the gym and somebody freaking drove up in a dump truck. Whoever it was led the things away or I wouldn’t have reached you. You up for seeing if we can return the favor and save that idiot’s butt?”

“Was he wearing a deputy uniform?”

Zack shrugged. “Could’ve been. I didn’t exactly get a good look at him.” Justin grinned despite the pain evident in his eyes. “You think you know him?”

“Everyone I know who was still alive in this town was in that gym except for one of our deputies. I’d say it’s a safe bet the man’s name was Powell.” Justin handed him the keys.

“Good,” Zack said as he fired up the SUV. “If he’s trained maybe the idiot can keep himself alive long enough for us to get to him.”


 


 

Powell


 

Powell took the curve leading into Babble Creek too hard. The truck’s tires squealed under the stress. For a terrifying moment, he thought the big truck might flip over, but he narrowly rounded the curve and kept on gunning it for town. The sasquatches were still after him. The side mirror was filled with a sea of dark hair and ticked off red eyes. The speedometer read forty-five miles per hour. One lucky break and they’d be swarming all over him.

The truck shook as the fastest of the monsters managed to fling itself onto its bed. Its roar was deafening as it pounded on the back of the truck’s cab with massive fists. He jerked the wheel sharply to the right. God was with him because the creature lost its balance and went flying from the truck bed into the trees at the side on the road. Powell spun the wheel left, keeping the truck from tipping and on the road. 


He raked his mind for options. Simply stopping or even slowing down meant death. The open road ahead of him was running out and he knew it. Soon he would be reaching the wreckage of the town and its cluttered streets.

He spotted the Quick Mart in the distance and knew what he had to do. He fumbled in his shirt pocket for his smokes. His trembling fingers found a cigarette and he placed it between his lips. He lit up and inhaled deeply as the gas station drew closer. He just hoped that in the panic of the Bigfoot attack the attendants hadn’t shut the pumps off.

“See you soon, Becca,” he said as he slowed the truck by a hair.

Several of the monsters were on it in an instant. He let them get a good hold then floored the gas. With five of the things attached to the truck and the rest trailing close behind it, Powell drove the vehicle into the station’s pumps. Gasoline sprayed into the air, soaking the truck and the closest creatures alike. As a massive hand ripped him through the driver’s window his lit cigarette fell to the ground and a bright ball of flame erupted, reaching for the sky followed by a series of secondary explosions larger than the first. The last thing he heard was the explosives he’d been hauling detonate. 



 


 

Zack


 

Zack and Justin saw the explosion from the distance as they drove toward Babble Creek. Suddenly ahead of them was a ten-foot-tall giant covered in flames, running at the SUV headlong as it wailed an ear-piercing cry. About to strike the monster, Zack flung himself from the vehicle. As he rolled onto the dirt, the thing’s body flew into the SUV’s windshield, shattering it. Justin screamed. The inside of the SUV burst into flames as the Bigfoot’s corpse flopped from the mangled hood while the SUV swerved along the road until it finally reached the bank on the right side of the highway. It climbed it with two wheels and tipped over onto its top. It skidded forward a few more feet, sending sparks into the air before it came to a halt. Zack grimaced as he stood. He knew from the pain he had dislocated his shoulder. He reached around with his left hand, drawing his Glock 40 from the holster on his belt. He started toward the SUV, which was now entirely in flames, hoping that somehow Justin was still alive, but it quickly exploded, knocking him from his feet once more.

When Zack woke up, a National Guardsman was kneeling above him. 


“He’s alive, sir,” the man said to someone behind him. 



 

* * * *


 

Zack sat behind the desk in his office looking over the initial report from the Babble Creek event one more time. The entire town of Babble Creek was gone. No other survivors had been found yet. He knew the government was blaming the whole incident on a lethal chemical spill that caused the town’s populace to go crazy and turn on each other. The Feds forced him to sign a nondisclosure agreement in regards to the events of that night under penalty of treason. He guessed they’d rather take the heat of a supposed accident than admit creatures like Bigfoot were real and send all the rural towns into a panic. The National Guardsmen had been called and had taken things over. The explosion at the gas station might have scared them back into the woods, but Zack knew the monsters were still out there. He just hoped the National Guard and army would be able to handle them. 



 


 

Epilogue


 

Three days ago, the town of Babble Creek was wiped from the face of the Earth. The soul survivor of the unexplainable massacre was a deputy sheriff from a neighboring county who had been called in as support for the local law enforcement during what the media was calling “The Attack.” The reporters were told it had been a bio-chemical terrorist attack on U.S. soil. Lieutenant West knew better. The massive canon he carried in place of a standard issue weapon was proof that the assignment wasn’t a joke. He and his squad of five highly-trained operatives had been airlifted into the woods surrounding the former town. Their orders were simple: Find the monsters that had murdered every single resident of the town down to the last child and eliminate them.

West had always loved Bigfoot stories as a kid. Growing up on a reservation before joining the army, tales of the beast hadn’t been in short supply. His grandfather was well-versed in the beliefs of their ancestors and the sasquatch was very much a part of their legends and myths. Only now, it turned out, the things were real and here he was leading a hunt for the monsters. His people had lived in peace with them for centuries before the white man came—or so the stories went. As the world became the high-tech and sprawling sea of cities and towns it was today, the creatures simply vanished. Many believed they went into hiding. It was as good an explanation as any, West supposed. A good number of people believed the beast had died out and even more didn’t believe in them at all, but now he was presented with hard evidence they were not only real, but feral killers. It all felt so surreal. He had a job to do, though, and there was a whole town to be avenged. If these things struck again before they could be found, who knew how many more innocents would die. Yet the beasts must have a weakness of some kind. If they truly were near-invincible, surely they would have taken over the planet long ago and eliminated Man from the top of the food chain.

He was on point as his squad hiked up the steep mountainside. From the reports on the attack he’d read, the things were even more massive than in the legends. Faster, too. The weapon he carried could put a hole in the side of an APC, but it brought him little comfort.

“Hey, boss!” Patrick called. “You should see this!” 


Sym and Jenkins parted to allow West to backtrack down the trail to where Patrick knelt in front of Dunwoody and Ron, examining something in the dirt.

West whistled as he saw it and could sense the tension among them. “That’s one big footprint,” he said, trying to put his men at ease.

“Fragger must be at least ten feet tall,” Sym said, walking up behind him and glancing over his shoulder.

“Uh, boss?” Dunwoody asked. “Exactly how are we supposed to find these things?”

West laughed. “Don’t worry. The brass is counting on them to find us.”

“Great.” Sym grunted. “Just bleedin’ great.”

“Why aren’t they just using some Apaches? Ya know, fly over, pick ’em out, and blast ’em from the air?” Jenkins said.

“Too much tree cover in some areas for one,” Ron offered.

“Dude, some of those birds got sensors that can find a needle in a haystack. I ain’t buying it,” Patrick said, taking Jenkins’ side. 


“For all I know, there’s some kind of ore beneath these hills that makes the birds’ sensors next to useless,” West said. “Doesn’t matter. What matters, gentlemen, is that we are here and we have orders to carry out, understood?” A chorus of “Yes, sir” sounded off as West stared at them. “Now, if you’re done, let’s get moving. We need a place to camp that’s defensible before nightfall.”

West and his men found a decent-sized clearing and opted to make it their campsite. The center of the clearing was a good distance from the tree line and West hoped it would lessen the chance of those things catching them with their pants down.

“Patrick, Ron—you guys got first watch,” West said. “Dunwoody, get in touch with base camp and make sure they know exactly where we are. I want the air support they promised ready to go if we need it. Everybody else, get some rest while you can. We’ll be hiking all day again tomorrow.” 


Before West layed down to sleep on the cold ground, he had made sure Sym and Jenkins secured the perimeter with tripwires. The mountain air was chilly though the sky was clear. He lay on his back, staring up at the stars. He was used to spending a healthy amount of time outdoors. In fact, he preferred it to being cooped up inside. The night was so peaceful; it was easy to forget the monsters the brass thought were still roaming these woods.

West closed his eyes and sleep claimed him quickly.

What felt like moments later he awoke to the sound of live flares erupting skyward and a cacophony of booming mini-canons.

They were here.

The monsters had come for them just as they had hoped.

The whole clearing was lit up like broad daylight. West started in disbelief as he watched a ten-foot-tall mass of hair and muscle effortlessly lift Patrick into the air and smash him so hard into the dirt that blood gushed onto the grass from Patrick’s pulverized body.

West grabbed his weapon and rolled to his feet. A sasquatch came bounding toward him. Leveling the barrel of his mini-canon at the monster, he squeezed the trigger out of desperation, not even taking the time to properly aim. The recoil nearly shattered his shoulder as the gun blew a gaping hole in the monster’s ribs. West dodged, sidestepping the monster as its momentum carried its corpse past him before it finally fell. Its body landed in the dirt with a massive thud and slid several feet before coming to a stop. His weapon thundered again as he blew a matching hole in its back. There was no point in taking chances. The mini-canon packed a clip of five super heavy rounds similar to those used in an elephant gun, so he still had plenty of firepower . . . or he would have if there weren’t three more of the beasts loose in the camp.

Dunwoody and Sym were down. At least West thought it was Dunwoody. The corpse laying a few feet from where he stood was missing its head, and had a pool of congealing blood underneath the stump of its mangled neck. Sym’s upper torso was intact but his legs and lower body were missing. He’d been ripped in half and left to die.

A sasquatch roared as Ron fired into its face. The thing’s head exploded like a rotten melon, sending bone and brain flying. 


Jenkins was nowhere to be seen. The odds were even now: two against two.

Ron yelled, “Sir!”

The remaining two beasts had seemingly backed off for the moment after seeing their buddies die.

West used their hesitation to reach Ron. “We need to get the hell out of here!” he shouted. “Something tells me these boys aren’t alone.”

“Running is pointless, sir. You know how fast they’re supposed to be,” Uno said.

Their reprieve ended as the monsters found their courage again. The bigger of the two took the lead and bounded toward them on legs so thick the forest floor shook from its footfalls. West gave a full-on battle cry, opening fire on it at the same time Ron did. The first round that hit the monster blew off an arm. Two more tore gaping wounds in its chest, and the final round took off its left leg at the knee. The monster dropped dead where the force of the impacts had stopped it cold in its tracks.

“I’m out!” Ron yelled as the last creature reached them. It grabbed his head and West saw its fingers sink into the private’s skull as it pulled the young man closer to it, as if winding up for a pitch. Ron was already dead before the monster hurled his limp body across the clearing with a flick of its mighty arm. 


West was down to his final round with no time to use it wisely. He fired, clipping the beast’s side with his shot. Its entrails slipped from the large gash the bullet opened in its flesh and they slowly oozed onto the dirt. The monster howled in pain. West drew his sidearm, saying a silent, hurried prayer. The monster turned to him, its eyes blazing with anger. West emptied his whole clip into its eyes. Blood sprayed as the bullets found their target and blinded the beast. It threw its head back and roared with an unearthly cry. He hoped he truly managed to blind it as he turned tail, sprinting for the trees. His heart pounded in his chest as his legs pumped beneath him. The sound of something large and fast came at him from his left flank as the monster behind him continued to howl. Just then, a giant, hairy fist took off his face with a single swipe of its clawed fingers. 



 

* * * *


 


Back at the base camp inside Babble Creek, Kody tried to raise somebody—anybody—from West and his crew. “Patrol Alpha, are you there? Come in, Patrol Alpha.”


Corporal Weber put a hand on his shoulder. “Let it go, son. They ain’t answering.” 



Kody nodded.

 “Tell the men to load up, we’re moving out.”

 “But, sir—” Kody said. 

 “We’ve done enough here. There’s no way to know if we got all those things or not. Patrol Beta managed to bag two of them, though, and that’s enough. The brains back at HQ will be busy for months or longer studying them. If something like this happens again, next time we’ll be ready.”


Kody stared at him. “But what about Patrol Alpha?”

 “An acceptable loss, all things considered. Now let’s pack it up and get out of here before night falls.”


Weber walked past Kody, leaving him alone.


So many people dead, Kody thought.


Footfalls rose behind him. Perhaps Weber had changed his mind.


Kody turned around.


Red eyes greeted him.


 


 

* * * *
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