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    In 1992, The Frequency Brothers board a plane following a sold out concert in Austin, Texas. The plan is to fly to New York to shoot their next video. But then their plane goes down. Injured and stranded in a seemingly endless forest, The Frequency Brothers now find themselves fighting for survival. Everywhere they look, they see signs that they are not alone, that something waits in the darkness. They can hear it, and it sounds angry. There’s something else out there, though. Something much worse. And it wants to drag them Down.
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    June 10, 1993

    A shudder travels the length of the airplane like a frightened chill along a spine. A metallic groan follows, and everyone wonders if something might be wrong as their eyes scan the plane’s interior. Some look out the window and see only night. Slowly, a sigh wavers through the air, and a frightened little chuckle follows.

    The pilot’s voice appears on the intercom, soothing as he apologizes. Bumpy skies ahead. He assures them they’ll be through the worst of it in a moment, and then his voice disappears, replaced by the whir of engines.

    Another sigh. Somebody says something sarcastic, and everybody laughs a little. Then the plane lurches, drops, and something booms like the roar of a cannon.

    

***



    

    Potter checked his watch and almost grinned. Instead, he heaved a sigh and decided to hope for the best. Just over twenty minutes until curtain left him plenty of time. Barring a catastrophe, he’d have The Frequency Brothers hitting the stage right on time, and that meant they’d leave the stage right on time, and he’d have his butt planted firmly in a seat on the plane right on time. If he worked it right, he could even get them to the airport early. The thought almost made him laugh, but it was a nice one to have.

    Wandering the Frank Erwin Center’s concrete corridors, he eyed a pay phone and kept moving. The call was on his list, but it sat near the bottom, a fact that kept his face in a tight scowl. With each step, he told himself that he’d get to it as soon as he could, that knocking out the other items only meant making the call sooner. Easy to say and easy to think, but damn tough to believe when the phone was right there.

    So, he checked his To-Do List, the one he always kept in his head. With his mind’s eye, he saw a crumpled piece of lined notebook paper, one that was faded and worn. Across the top, he saw TO-DO LIST in thick, handwritten letters. Below, he read off the items.

    

    1. Contact front of the house for check

    2. Twenty minute call

    3. Check in with Rolling Stone reporter

    4. Ginny’s amp

    5. Ten minute call

    6. Personal call, Marie

    7. Five minute call

    8. Curtain

    

    Not a bad list. He’d seen worse over the years. The Frequency Brothers usually had their shit together, though. Even Conner stayed in performing shape most of the time. Only after and on days off did he become a real problem.

    Still moving, Potter snatched the walkie off his belt and thumbed the button.

    “Front of house, this is Potter. Over.”

    He released the button and a voice crackled back at him. “Yeah. Front of House. Over.”

    “We good, lights and sound? Over.”

    “Check. Over.”

    “Strike? Over.”

    “Last of the road cases are off, and we’re good. Pre-game loop is playing. Over.”

    “Excellent. Call with any problems. Over and out.”

    A quick motion snapped the walkie back onto his belt. In the space of a blink, he checked his list.

    

    1. Contact front of the house for check

    2. Twenty minute call

    3. Check in with Rolling Stone reporter

    4. Ginny’s amp

    5. Ten minute call

    6. Personal call, Marie

    7. Five minute call

    8. Curtain

    

    Good start. Now, to start rounding up the talent.

    

***



    

    The screams die slowly, replaced by nervous murmurs. The plane rattles now, the air appearing to vibrate inside the cabin. Hands grab at hands, and eyes search the windows for some sign that this will get better.

    Instead, they see fire. One of the engines burns, a ball of orange and blue flame that threatens to swallow the wing.

    The screams return.

    

***



    

    “Look, we were never cool kids. Maybe we wanted to think so, but c’mon.”

    Curtis laughed at his own statement and then rolled the die in his hand. It was red and had twenty sides, each marked with a white number. Skittering across the table, it finally came to a stop, the number four facing upward. Curtis winced. When he smiled after, he lifted a hand to hide his crooked teeth.

    “And my ranger isn’t that hot, either.”

    “Should’ve made him dual-wielding instead of a bow guy,” Greg answered. The guitarist wore a smirk as he pulled a sip off a tallboy. It made him look a little cooler, but only a little.

    “Maybe that’s because I don’t want to make the same character you make every single time.”

    “That cuts, dude. Ow.”

    “We should really have more people than this,” Curtis said. He turned to face Shannon, the reporter from Rolling Stone. Elbows on his knees, he gave her a grin that looked a little more embarrassed than he would have liked. She was sitting there in jeans and a black blouse, legs crossed, and he was very aware of her shoes, which had some of the most dangerous heels he’d ever seen. He loved shoes on women, the taller the better. They ranked up there with redheads, tattoos, and push-up bras. His face felt hot, and he wished he was the guitar player instead of Greg. Drummers never had a chance. Then again, Greg played bass guitar, so he didn’t have the best chance, either.

    “Really?” Shannon asked. Her smile was a pleasant one, even a little entertained.

    “Yeah. You should have a party of at least four, plus a Dungeon Master. This one-on-one stuff is a little sad.”

    “Screw you,” Greg said. “I’m having a blast.”

    Curtis shook his head and wished he had that kind of confidence.

    “So you two were into D&D before you were into music?”

    Greg finished his beer and lit a Marlboro, leaned his head back on the couch and watched the ceiling a little. “I guess so. I mean, we always liked music and had those rock dreams, right? Who doesn’t? We met around a card table with my cousins and all the other dorks, though.”

    “Not that we dressed up or anything,” Curtis said. His face flushed again. “Sorry. A part of me wanted to make that clear, and the rest felt kinda pissed that I needed to make it clear. Does that make sense?”

    “Sure,” Shannon said. “We all have our stuff. Any other stuff I should know?”

    “We’re flying out first thing, so you won’t get to see me hit on girls with glasses. What’s yours?” Greg asked. His grin looked like it promised fun.

    “We can maybe get into that later. What steps lead you from the card table to backstage in Austin? How do two rangers become a rhythm section?”

    “Hey,” Curtis said, “I usually played a thief.”

    Greg chuckled past his smoke. “Don’t think it matters, dude.”

    “Okay, fine. I guess it starts with self-confidence issues, right? Had my share of those.”

    “As your average adolescent D&D fan might.”

    “So my parents got me a drum set. No other presents for Christmas or my birthday that year. Just the drums.”

    “And he starts playing.”

    “Yep. Took me a year or so to get any good. Then I convinced Greg he needed a guitar.”

    “Got a bass because I like low end.”

    “And soon it was all Husker Du and Fugazi covers in the garage.”

    “I think we played ‘The Waiting Room’ for close to five hours once.”

    A knock sounded at the door, and then it swung open before anyone could answer, Potter waiting behind.

    “Twenty minutes, guys.”

    “Rock,” Curtis said. “Let’s clean up.”

    “Leave it,” Greg replied. “To be continued.”

    “Plane, dude.”

    “Right. Okay, fuck it. Let’s pack up and warm up.”

    

***



    

    They stare in horror, necks craning to get better angles on the roaring fire that’s engulfed one engine. The cabin lights flicker and die. A shriek peels out of the darkness, and a sob clucks somewhere beneath it. From a distance that can’t be real, can only be imagined through terror, a voice shouts, “Fuck! Fuck! Fuck!” like a pagan chant.

    The flames spread, flare, and then disappear as though killed by a switch. Everyone falls silent, a collective breath caught in one frightened throat. No one knows exactly what they’re hoping or what questions they’re afraid to ask. They realize the engine has fallen silent, and now the only sounds they hear are the rattling of the fuselage, the whistle of wind past the dead engine, and the puttering whine of the remaining engine, which sounds like a pig running for its life.

    

***



    

    “You coming?” Dani asked from the doorway. She gripped the doorframe a little harder than she wanted, her other hand brushing long, blond hair back behind her ear. Everybody thought she was silly, but she still got excited for warm ups. The five of them in a circle, Jen crunching hard on her guitar so everybody could hear as they sang. Two short songs or one long, if they had the feeling. Potter had started enforcing rules after they’d left Dayton sitting on their hands an extra twenty minutes.

    “Talk to your hubby, chica.”

    “Almost there.”

    Dani watched as Kevin worked a high Estring onto Jen’s Telecaster and started tuning. He leaned the guitar’s neck against his ear and had everything in place in a matter of moments. A smile broke out on her face. Maybe her hubby wasn’t in the band, but she couldn’t imagine them getting through a show without him.

    “There ya go, kiddo,” he said as he handed the Tele to Jen, who clapped eagerly before accepting it.

    “Yay! My hero! Other stuff!” She threw the strap over one shoulder and jumped off the couch, jogging to the door. With her blond hair in a pixie cut and the green sweater, she looked like a grunge Peter Pan.

    Dani brayed laughter as obnoxiously as she could and started down the hallway. She gave her sister a quick glance as she fell alongside.

    “How’s my husband?”

    “Boring.”

    “You lie!”

    “I don’t. I tell the truth. Truth is what I tell.”

    “He doesn’t bore me.”

    “You’re lame.”

    “Nah. I have sex with him!”

    “Shut up.”

    “All the time!”

    “Shut up!”

    “He has a penis!”

    The sisters roared with laughter as they continued to the green room.

    

***



    

    For a moment that feels far too long, they wait in silence. Deep down, they hope the pilot’s voice will appear, that he’ll tell them everything’s fine. They can fly with one engine. They’re making an emergency landing, but it will be on an actual runway. Just a few more minutes of crackling nerves, and it will all be over. They’ll be safe, and this will become a story.

    Only the pilot’s voice doesn’t come. There are no reassuring words or promises. All they receive is the sound of the rattling plane and slicing wind and an engine that sounds a little too taxed.

    In the darkness, a large figure stumbles toward the cockpit, pulling himself forward one seat at a time, wrestling the entire world for each step. The others recognize their road manager, and they decide he’s amazing. He’ll figure out what’s happening. He’ll tell them everything is all right.

    Then the plane lurches downward, and their hero slams into the cabin floor.

    

***



    

    “Hey! Excuse me?”

    The kid tried to act like he hadn’t heard. Or maybe that he was too important to bother paying attention. Potter knew every last trick. This kid wasn’t about to get one over on him, he didn’t give a damn how many other problems waited in the wings.

    “I’m sorry. Sir? Excuse me just a minute, please.”

    The kid stopped, and something inside Potter grinned. Please and sir really did work when you used them the right way. When the kid turned, he guessed the boy to be maybe seventeen. Of course, the kid looked nervous. They always did. As he closed the remaining distance to the trespasser, he wondered if this one wanted to play guitar with Greg, beg Dani to marry him, or beg Jen to make out with him. As long as he wasn’t there to give Conner some smack, things didn’t have to get ugly.

    “Yes. Hi,” the kid said.

    “Can I help you with anything?”

    “What? No, I’m fine. Thanks, man.”

    “You sure?” He breathed deep and squared his shoulders, set his jaw. His rainbarrel torso and beard did the rest.

    “Huh?” Nervous. Good.

    “Sure. You’re positive I can’t help you with anything?”

    “Yeah, I’m sure.”

    “Great. So, can I just see your laminate, please?”

    “My…?”

    “Your laminate,” Potter said. He lifted his tour badge from his chest and held it out, waggled it. The cord jumped against his thick neck. “Backstage pass. This thing.”

    For a second, the kid stared at him like he was a calculus professor. Potter loved that look. Confusion and terror really made the fans’ faces pop. When the kid turned and tried to bolt, he sighed a little as he reached out and clamped a meaty paw over the back of the kid’s neck. He heard a small yelp, but then he jerked the kid right up to his side and got him walking.

    “I applaud your efforts, kid. Terrible character work, but you got this far. That takes guts.”

    “Uh…?”

    “Say no more. So, we’ll just keep walking until we find an exit or one of the fine security folks. Bound to run into one or the other before too long. Sound like a plan?”

    “Are… are you kicking me out?”

    “Of the concert? No. Backstage? Bet your ass. So, who were you hoping to meet?”

    “Um… Curtis.”

    “Oh, kid.”

    

***



    

    The pilot’s voice finally comes, but it’s not the soothing thing everyone hoped. From the intercom, they hear something that’s hot with stress, that could be barely-controlled panic. “I need everybody strapped in their seats. Now!”

    It’s a command that jabs everybody in the spine and heart at once. Hands fumble for belts. Those out of their seats make mad, clumsy dashes for the nearest chair. In the darkness, the moaning form of Potter appears to move in slow motion as it climbs first to all fours and then onto wobbling legs. The road manager finds a seat and collapses into it, barely fastening his belt before going limp again.

    The remaining engine sputters.

    

***



    

    Connor watched the notes he created as they drifted through the air. He coaxed them from the strings, birthing them into the world with fingers thin as a spider’s legs. They climbed upward and tickled his chin, slid past his jaw and over his ears before crawling through the rat’s nest of black hair that topped his head and then tumbling toward the ceiling.

    He shouldn’t have used before a show. A part of him knew this, but the rest didn’t care. The rest of him cheered as he snorted up the tiniest bit of powder and then just a little more. One more to get things really moving, and then he curled his legs beneath him and began to play, the SG remarkably light in his hands, strings like silk under the callused pads of his fingers. When he stopped playing, he rubbed his palms over the brown corduroys he wore, loving the feel of the rough fabric against his palms.

    “Yo, Conner. You got ten… aw, shit.”

    He looked up, thinking he might have a dope smile on his face, and met Potter’s look of disapproval. The big man glared from behind his beard. When he breathed deep, Conner could hear the man’s chest creak.

    “Is it going to be one of those nights?”

    “What nights, Potter?”

    “I don’t have time for this. Can you perform?”

    “What? Shit, yeah.”

    “Prove it.”

    Without a thought, he ripped off the solo for “Annabelle,” followed it with the intro to “Static Blast.” Both, he played perfectly, and Potter nodded in a way that said he accepted it, even if he didn’t like it.

    “And how much time you got?”

    “Ten minutes. Well, probably nine now.”

    “So shouldn’t you be at warm up?”

    “Shit, yeah.”

    “Up and at ‘em, Conner.”

    “Right. On it.” He climbed to his feet and started walking.

    

***



    

    Time disappears. For those waiting in the dark - praying, holding hands - the seconds have stretched into hours. Their muscles ache from the tension that’s turned them into horrified rock. How much longer can this go on?

    Some look out the windows. They don’t look at the charred husk of the engine this time, but instead search the ground for some sign they might land soon. If they can’t see runway lights, they hope to see the lights from some town, maybe a subdivision. Instead, they find only blackness.

    The plane climbs and falls, moving through the air like a drunk. Each drop brings a gasp or a scream.

    With each passing moment, the remaining engine sounds weaker, the quiet spaces between that labored whine growing longer and longer.

    

***



    

    Standing at that lonely pay phone, Potter checked his To-Do List as he gave his watch a glance.

    

    1. Contact front of the house for check

    2. Twenty minute call

    3. Check in with Rolling Stone reporter

    4. Ginny’s amp

    5. Ten minute call

    6. Personal call, Marie

    7. Five minute call

    8. Curtain

    

    With eight minutes left before curtain, he wished for more time. Or none at all. Thinking about the call sunk a black pit into the center of his stomach. It wasn’t a phone call he wanted to make, but he knew he had to, that it was expected of him. Releasing a sigh that sounded more like a grumble, he grabbed his wallet and removed the long distance calling card with numb fingers.

    He punched the numbers and waited for the call to connect. When the receiver started ringing against his ear, he wondered what he’d do if she didn’t answer. The question disappeared when she said, “Hello?”

    “Marie, hi. It’s Jake.”

    “Jake. I thought it was about time.”

    “I’m sorry. Busy as hell here.”

    “Life in the circus, right?”

    “Something like that.” He heard the annoyance in her voice like wire bristles, and he wanted to shrink into the wall and vanish. Even if he’d done his best, he wanted to do more, to have been there from the beginning. Maybe his sister understood, and maybe she didn’t. He felt like crap about it, either way. “How’s he doing?”

    “The doctor just left; he was a little late on his rounds. Dad’s still on the respirator, and he’s not showing any good signs. Right now, he’s stable, but he’s not improving.”

    “So what does that mean?”

    “The doctor said it means we have forty-eight hours. Then, we’ll need to make some difficult decisions.”

    Potter leaned a little harder against the wall as some of his strength evaporated. He checked his watch again and hated that he was down to a minute or so.

    “You mean, like, plug decisions?”

    “Yes, Jake. Plug decisions, as you so eloquently put it. Are you going to be able to make it?”

    At least this he could answer well. “Yeah. We’ve got a show in Austin starting in five. Right after, we rush to the airport and catch a chartered jet to New York so they can spend a few days shooting a video and then rest a few more. I’ll grab a rental and be there by morning.”

    “You mean it?”

    “Yes, Marie. With any luck, I’ll be there by the time he wakes up.”

    “Jake…”

    “I know. Look, I gotta get this show off. I’ll call from New York, and I’ll see you in the morning. Take care.”

    “You, too.”

    He dropped the phone into the cradle and thought it sounded like a hammer striking a nail. For a short moment, he leaned his forehead against the cool concrete wall and got his thoughts working in the right order. Then, he straightened himself out and went to make the five minute call.

    

***



    

    The noise is almost complete, a violent rumble that fills their heads and shakes their spines. Beneath it, most hear a high-pitched voice scream, “Please! Please!” None of them recognize the voice, though. It could be any one of them. Terror has robbed them of their identities, made them a frightened mass. Teeth grind and hands squeeze. Somebody moans.

    The plane rocks to one side and then rights itself. The engine coughs, sputters. Those listening to its whine wonder how much longer it can last. They suspect it won’t be long.

    

***



    

    “It’s okay if I stand at the side of the stage, right?”

    “Sure,” Potter said. He wondered why the reporter would ask such a question. Had somebody really told the folks from Rolling Stone to buy a ticket like everybody else, once? He ponders what kind of asshole would do that, and then he remembers that he knows plenty of those very assholes. “I’ll be stage right. We’ll find a spot for you there.”

    “Thanks.”

    Dani stood nearby, her fingers intertwined behind her back. “Hey, Potter?”

    “Yeah?”

    “Are we gonna hit New York in time to hit Gray’s Papaya?”

    “They’re open ‘round the clock.”

    “Shit, that’s right. Guess we don’t have to cut the set short tonight!”

    “That’s a comfort.”

    Potter spoke into his walkie, got a clear signal in return. One more command, and the house lights went black. A cheer rose up as the recorded overture flowed through the arena’s sound system. Smiling, he turned to face The Frequency Brothers.

    “Ladies and gentlemen, the good times.”

    Potter watched the group as they left the safety of the arena’s catacombs and entered the backstage area. They had a decent walk before they reached the stage, and he liked to get a good look at them before they struck their first note. Dani and Jen skipped arm-in-arm at the front of the pack. Kevin hung off to the side, hands in his pockets. His eyes ticked back and forth between his wife and her sister, and then he chuckled at their show. Behind them, Curtis stretched his arms as he talked to Greg, who dangled a smoke from the corner of his mouth. Conner brought up the rear, hands behind his back, looking at his shoes as he shuffled forward. The SG slung over his shoulder looked all but forgotten. His eyes hung half-shut, and Potter wondered if the guitarist could still pull off a solo. He’d have to keep an eye on the little jackass, maybe see if he could be straightened out.

    The overture began to crescendo as they made their way up the stairs to the stage, Potter playing a flashlight’s beam over the steps so no one would trip or fall. Looking up, he saw crew members waiting with Jen’s guitar and Greg’s bass. He’d thought Jen would be working her Tele tonight, but it appeared she’d changed her mind. Instead, she gave a cheery, “Thanks, homie!” as she plucked a Stratocaster wrapped in newspaper from the roadie. She gave her sister an exaggerated rock face as she slung it over her shoulder, and Dani answered with a pair of devil horns.

    Twenty seconds left in the overture, Potter knew. Rhythmic bleats of feedback twisted with throbbing African drums. Conner began to bounce on the balls of his feet, finally showing life, and Curtis and Greg shared a quick hug.

    “Who’s the best band in the world?” Curtis shouted.

    “Zeppelin!” the others answered.

    “Who’s second?”

    “The Beatles!”

    “What are we?”

    “Sixth!”

    “And there is no fucking shame in that!”

    A cheer went up, and the band took the stage to the crowd’s deafening approval.

    

***



    

    The plane’s last engine lets out a harsh clanking sound. Something like an old man’s rib-splintering cough rattles through the cabin, loud enough to be heard over the screams, and then the engine dies. The remaining screams die with it, crumbling into whimpers and silent prayers. Everything falls quiet, and the whistling sound of wings slicing through angry winds becomes the predominant sound. All through the chartered jet, eyes clamp shut and hands squeeze tight enough to send knuckles flaring white.

    Then the new sound comes, a sharp crackling as the tops of trees shear against the bottom of the plane. It’s just one at first. Then another. Soon it grows into a harsh chorus of splintering wood, and then the screams return. Something shudders, a metallic groan travelling up the aircraft’s length.

    Then, something roars louder than any crowd they’ve ever heard, and the world rises up to strike them.

    


TWO



    

    Dani woke up on fire. Agony and terror filled the entire world, and the scream that erupted from her chest was the loudest sound she’d ever heard. It cycled through her head like a living siren. She didn’t know where she was or who was with her. The fire consumed every last bit of her attention. Flames licked her body, eating at her an inch at a time. When her scream died, she tried to breathe, only to yank heat into her lungs. Her air disappeared, her chest hitching, throat clicking, and then more thoughts grabbed hold of her.

    Kevin! Jen!

    They were nearby. She knew that, remembered it even if she couldn’t remember anything else. Her husband. Her sister. She had to find them, make sure they were okay.

    Jesus Christ, the fire!

    She looked down and saw flames on her chest. They curled toward her face, eating her shirt. Exploding into motion, she batted at them. Her forearms thumped against her torso, panic moving them faster and faster. She didn’t feel the heat on her arms. Terror shut it out. The desperate need to extinguish her torso even shoved aside the thoughts of her family.

    As she beat down the flames, she slowly became aware of other sounds, other voices. She tried to pick out Kevin and Jen, but couldn’t. Everybody was screaming. What had happened? Where on earth were they? Everything was horrible, but nothing made sense.

    The last of the flames died. Wincing at a bolt of pain that lanced her entire skull, she peeled her arm away. Most of her shirt - a nice Star Wars T in baby blue - was gone, and the pale skin of her stomach had already started to blister. She smelled burnt hair, and a quick pat down of her head told her she’d lost a fair amount to the flames. Her lips peeled back from her teeth, and she bit down hard, fighting to keep from shrieking. Jesus, everything hurt. Maybe she’d hit her head on something, too. She didn’t know for sure, but that didn’t surprise her. So far, she couldn’t even remember where she’d been before waking up.

    Groaning, she tried to get out of her seat. Something pulled hard on her waist, pinning her. A seatbelt. Wait a second. A chair? A seatbelt? What was…?

    The plane! Everything rushed back in an instant, hitting her so hard it left her slack-jawed and shivering. They were in a plane, and that plane had crashed. Screams and other horrible sounds filled her memory, along with the feeling of Kevin’s hand inside hers. He’d been sitting just to her left, but now he was gone, an empty seat there, instead. With frantic hands, Dani searched for her husband’s seatbelt only to come up empty. Had the crash been so terrible the belt had ripped through? Maybe the plane they’d chartered wasn’t up to snuff. A burning engine supported that possibility.

    Suddenly, a giggle bubbled out of her. She didn’t know if it was despite her terror or because of it, but she slapped a hand over her mouth just the same. This wasn’t the time for laughter of any kind.

    The flames in and around the cabin had almost died, but they gave her a little bit of light. Crumpled metal and cracked plastic filled her vision. Some of the plane’s seats had broken loose and lay scattered throughout the wreckage. Twenty feet in front of her, she spied a jagged wall of metal, and it didn’t make any sense until she realized with dawning horror that the impact had pinched the fuselage shut in some way. What if they were trapped in the plane? What if the flames didn’t die off completely, but instead flared back to life and cooked them all?

    But where was everybody? All around her, she heard groans and other sounds of pain, but she couldn’t see anybody. She found no sign of her husband or sister or bandmates, and that kept her buzzing with fear.

    Twisting in her chair, she looked over her shoulder and gasped. Almost right behind her seat, the fuselage had ripped open, leaving a ragged opening in the plane’s side. It wasn’t a large exit, maybe not even the size of a regular door, but somebody could have slipped out. She’d check it as soon as she searched what remained of the cabin.

    Slowly, she climbed out of her seat. Everything ached, and her burned skin felt like it might crack, so she lowered herself to the cabin floor and started crawling. A moan rose up just ahead of her, and she went to investigate, praying it might be her husband.

    

***



    

    Ow. The throbbing in his head was… ow!

    A cannonball of agony crashed through the inside of Potter’s skull and knocked him awake. He peeled his eyes open slowly and saw carpet pressed against the side of his face. Why was he facedown on the carpet? Something about the crash…

    The crash.

    He scrambled onto his hands and knees, screaming from the pain in his head and then screaming again when a dagger of the same stuff twisted deep in his knee. What the fuck? Where was all the pain…?

    What? He blinked, and his thoughts evaporated. Okay, so… ow. A look around the cabin showed damage and nothing but. The entire cabin had been crimped shut in a fold of jagged metal roughly ten feet in front of him. Loose seats had piled against it. Blood spotted the carpet, and he thought it might have come from his mouth, where he tasted more. He tried to turn to look at the cabin’s rear, but a jolt of pain lanced his neck and set his skull on fire. Blackness crept into his vision, and everything tilted.

    He slapped a hand across his cheek, and the world went right again. If he didn’t get his shit together, this was going to be more of a mess than it already was.

    In his head, he saw a piece of old notebook paper, crinkled but blank. As he watched, the words To-Do List appeared across the top in his handwriting. Below that, he wrote…

    

    1. Assess the fucking situation

    

    Easy enough. They’d been on a plane, and it had crashed. The details were fuzzy, but the gist of it was good enough for a start.

    More details clicked into place. They’d boarded in Austin, headed for New York. Video shoot followed by R&R. He’d planned to split with them there, drive to…

    Oh, shit. Again, he scrambled, and once again pain charged through his body like an electrical current. He grit his teeth and hissed as he rolled onto his back and looked at his watch, straining to see in the dark. Just after one in the morning. The Intensive Care Unit would be quiet, just a pair of nurses sitting at their station. Maybe Marie was asleep in a chair, waiting for him to show up in the morning, waking up every hour or so to check on the Old Man.

    Dammit! He kicked out at a nearby seat, and his knee exploded with agony, burning so hot that he thought it might be telling him to fuck himself. He grabbed it with both hands and panted his way through the pain. Tears streamed from his eyes, and he tried to ignore everything but his thoughts. He still had almost two days. They’d crashed in the United States, and that meant they had to be close to some kind of civilization. Somebody had seen them go down. Or heard it. If not, they could use the radio. Rescue would come - it had to - and he’d have time to see the Old Man.

    Grinding his teeth, Potter worked on his To-Do List. He had the What. That left Why did it happen, Where had they crashed, How many had died, and Who was still alive to figure out. Slap a little To What Extent were they fucked on top for good measure. The rest was survival and rescue.

    Maybe he should just get off his ass and move. That sounded like a plan. Maybe not a good one, but it was a plan. He could assess the fucking situation better that way.

    In his brain, he scribbled out a few more items.

    

    2. See who survived

    3. See who’s injured and tend to them

    4. Call for help on radio

    5. Examine surroundings and go for help, if needed

    

    “Gonna earn those dollars today,” he whispered. Sweat soaking his face, he climbed to his feet. The bad knee jumped up and shrieked “The Star Spangled Banner” at him, and even the good one grumbled more than a little. He’d need to make a splint before too long, maybe find some crutches.

    A figure that was almost all shadow climbed out a rip in the cabin’s side near the rear of the plain. He couldn’t make out details, but the figure’s size told him it was Dani or Jen. At least he knew one of the gals was up and moving. That meant he wasn’t the only survivor, and that was a comfort. Now, he just had to find the others.

    

***



    

    Well, huh. This sucked.

    It only hurt when he breathed. Every inhalation stabbed Conner right in the side with a pain worse than any cramp he’d ever felt. Well, almost any. The times he’d tried to get off junk had been worse. Quite a bit worse, really. Those had been whoppers, bastard pains that had left him curled in bed, sweating and shaking and wishing he could either die or get hold of a bump.

    But he wasn’t trying to quit junk at the moment, so that didn’t explain the pain that came with every single breath. It also didn’t explain why he was in the middle of the woods or the screams he heard at his back or any of that shit.

    Maybe this was a nightmare. A fever dream or something. Sometimes, a good dose kicked him with some seriously fucked up sleep movies. He called his dreams that when they were really vivid, and this one was so vivid it scared him. Everything was bright and loud, with the edges crackling like a cigarette cherry. He could smell oil and a scorched, burned smell, and the screams were voices he kind of recognized. Streams of liquid fire poured from the sky slow as molasses, and he almost reached out to touch one before he felt the heat throb off it. They were beautiful in a way that was hypnotic and frightening, like music pouring out of the sky as burning honey.

    Conner stuffed his hands in the pockets of his cargo shorts and staggered past the dripping fire, listening to the sound of twigs under his Chuck Taylors. Sweat coated his face, and he reached up with his left hand to wipe it away. Instead of sweat, however, his hand came back covered in blood. Bright blood. That couldn’t be good. What kind of fucked up sleep movie was this? He didn’t like it. All things considered, he liked the sex ones better. Even the regular nightmares were an improvement over this, because this was just crazy. Woods. Blood and dripping fire. That oil smell and the screams. Didn’t make a fucking bit of sense, and he didn’t like it.

    “Wake up, dude,” he told himself. Of course, that didn’t work. Instead, he just kept stumbling through the woods, looking around for something that made sense.

    Something shined through the darkness at the edge of his vision, and his entire body throbbed when he turned to look. Ouch. Okay, the pain was beginning to scare him. He didn’t feel pain in his sleep movies. Not ever. That was new, and he decided right then and there that he hated it. Still, the shining thing had caught his eye, and it was more interesting than the pain that had seeped into his dreams.

    Why was he dreaming about an airplane wing?

    It was another little nugget of the sleep movie that didn’t make sense, a torn and dented hunk of metal that looked like it had been ripped right off the side of a flying machine. It rested between two thick trees, its paint scratched all to hell. The trees didn’t look to be doing so well, either. Their branches were broken, needles and stuff all over the ground.

    Shit, if something like that happened to their plane…

    The thought stopped him. He froze, staring at the broken wing while something like ice water filled every part of him. They’d flown out of Austin. He’d really turned on his nod maybe fifteen minutes in, deciding he wanted to sleep through the whole flight. Is that why he was having this dream?

    “Okay, Conner, man. You gotta wake your ass up now. Cool? Wake up, man. Wake up!” The strength of his shout felt like a snow shovel slamming into his ribs. He howled and dropped to his knees, lifting his hands to his face like he might be able to hide himself from the rest of the world. Instead of hiding though, he started crying.

    It was real. Had to be. No. No, no, no!

    Slowly, he wiped the tears from his eyes and craned his neck to the right, looking in the direction of the screams. At first, he just saw black smoke curling through the trees. A second later, he saw the plane. At least, he saw the twisted tube of metal that used to be the plane. Their plane. Now it was a wreck, crumpled metal and black scorch marks and a bunch of scattered luggage and seats and instrument cases.

    Ah, shit. Conner climbed to his feet as quickly as his legs would allow. A wave of dreamlike dizziness lowered him to one knee for a moment, but then he stood again. Okay, he could do this. Maybe. He had to reach the plane, see how the rest of the band was doing, make sure they were okay. Please let them be okay. He stepped toward the plane, and he barely made any progress before he heard a scream split the night.

    

***



    

    When Dani first left the plane, she could only look at her surroundings, at the wreckage that surrounded her and revealed itself in flickers of flame and columns of black smoke. To her right, she saw the twisted mass that used to be the plane’s tail. One of the plane’s wings lay propped against a shorn tree maybe thirty yards back, and a look to the left revealed the wound where it had been torn from the fuselage, scraps of metal twisting out like ripped flesh. The wreck had cut a path through a forest of pine maybe sixty yards long, leaving the trees scorched and the ground gouged. She remembered the field of darkness she’d seen out the window, the snap of trees against the bottom of the aircraft, and she wished they’d crashed anywhere more populated than a pine forest. Stunned, she stepped away from the rip in the plane’s side and looked toward the cockpit.

    She didn’t find it, though. Instead, the plane ended maybe fifteen feet in front of the wound that had once been the wing. Everything that should be in front of that point had disappeared, leaving a crumpled wall of metal. In the darkness, she thought she could make out the front half of the plane as a pinched and folded mess of wreckage, but the fires weren’t as bright there, had already started to die, and there was just too much shadow. She stepped closer, and the scene opened up to her. Shivering, she realized what she’d seen was only another section of the plane, that the cockpit lay maybe another dozen yards beyond it.

    “How…?” but she didn’t know what the rest of the question might be. Her thoughts withered, and her fears that her family might be dead took control. Forgetting the plane and the wreckage and the forest that held it all, she stumbled away from the spot where she’d rooted herself and started searching. Instrument cases and strewn baggage littered the area. She spotted one of Conner’s SG’s, the neck snapped from the body, held on only by the strings. Rushing past it, she pushed herself to the edge of the light. She found clothes and small water bottles. It amazed her, just how far the wreckage could spread.

    “Dani?”

    She whirled at the sound of her sister’s voice. It was weak and tight with pain, but she recognized it as easily as she’d recognize her own face. “Jen!” With the shadows around her, she couldn’t see her sister, but she knew she hadn’t imagined her voice.

    “Dani?”

    She bolted toward the sound, moving as quickly as her pained body would allow. Her skin felt stretched and hot, and she could already feel blisters popping. Shadows swallowed her. For a moment, everything was darkness and breath, her harsh gasping the only sound in the black. A feeling like dancing fingertips climbed up her spine, and then everything felt cold. Where was her sister?

    “Dani!”

    The shout jerked her out of the darkness and isolation and back into the forest. Dani looked to her right and saw a pair of sneaker-clad feet sticking out from behind a nearby pine. Even in the shadows, she recognized the red and black checkerboard pattern of her sister’s shoes. She sprinted the distance between them and hit her knees beside Jen’s prone form, reaching out with both hands to hold her face.

    “Oh my god, Jen. Are you okay?” The creased look and blanket of sweat on her sister’s face told her Jen was anything but okay. Something was wrong, but she couldn’t tell what.

    Jen sucked in several deep breaths. She refused to open her eyes, just kept them squeezed shut.

    “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry. I’m so sorry!”

    “Jen, what’s wrong?”

    Another deep breath. She appeared to gather some control before speaking. “Pelvis, I think. It’s on fire.”

    Something like a pit opened in Dani’s chest. A crushed pelvis? What would the permanent damage from an injury like that be? More questions followed, streaking through her brain like comet tails. She tried to ignore them. Instead, she wanted to keep her sister busy, distract her from the pain.

    “How did you get this far from the crash?”

    “Drug myself. Thought… it might blow.”

    She forced a grin her sister couldn’t see. “Hate to break it to ya, but this whole situation blows.”

    A single laugh burped out of her sister, and a pained groan followed. As carefully as she could, she wrapped her arms around Jen and squeezed. She wanted to find Kevin, but at the moment her sister needed her.

    

***



    

    Standing proved hard, and moving was just about impossible. Potter got himself going though, pulling himself along the plane’s aisle, hands gripping seatbacks for both support and leverage. His knee was made of fire, and his skull seemed to be stuffed with taffy. Everything was muted and distant. The groans cut through, though. They pierced the taffy fog and found the center of him, calling like beacons.

    It felt like forever passed before he reached the first voice. The moans and hisses came from his right, but the shattered cabin remained too dark for him to see past the jumble of broken seats and fallen luggage. Jesus, why did they have so much luggage?

    “Hello?” he said. Something banged against the cabin’s rear wall, drawing his eyes, but then the pained sounds to his right became a voice.

    “That you, Potter?”

    Kevin. He leaned to the side, his knee protesting, and squinted until he made out the guitar tech in the darkness. His legs had twisted together, and he figured the broken seat he saw nearby had been shoved away by Dani’s husband. Kevin’s face remained calm, but Potter could sense fright glittering just behind his eyes.

    “You okay?” Kevin said.

    “More or less. Saw Dani stumble out. Guess she didn’t see me.”

    “Or she’s pissed.”

    “Like she gets angry.”

    “You’d be surprised.”

    “I doubt that. See anybody else?”

    “Just Conner. Unbuckled his seatbelt and walked out a few seconds after I came to, just sauntered like it was normal.”

    “Our magic junkie.”

    “Something like that. Asshole.”

    The knocking against the rear wall came again, and Potter craned his neck to look. Dizziness threatened to swallow him, and he leaned hard against the seats to stay on his feet.

    “You should check on that,” Kevin said.

    “Yeah. You want to get out there and help me look for folks?”

    In the darkness, he saw Kevin’s eyes narrow and his face fold in sudden fear and sadness. Pieces fell together in his mind. He hadn’t followed his wife out of the plane. The way his legs lay twisted. More or less.

    “Ah, shit,” Potter said. “How bad?”

    “Nothing below the waist.”

    “You sure?”

    Kevin nodded. He started to say something, but a sob jumped in its way. A hand rose to cover his eyes.

    “It’ll be okay,” Potter said.

    “Like hell.”

    “Um… is there anything…?”

    “Find Dani. Find Jen. Don’t tell them anything, yet. Just make sure they’re okay.”

    “All right. I’ll be back.”

    The knocking filled his ears again, and he started toward the cabin’s rear wall. Everything spun around him, and he bit his lip to clear his head. As he approached the tear in the plane’s side, light from small fires drifted in, and he saw a slender female hand reach up to slap the cabin wall. Jen? A small pile of luggage and seats covered all but the arm. Growling through the pain that laced its way through every movement, he reached the pile and started tossing pieces aside, determined to free his guitar player.

    Only it wasn’t her. In the confusion, he’d forgotten about the reporter from Rolling Stone. He searched for her name, but his brain had gone heavy and thick again, and he thought she might be looking at him as though afraid. Either scared of him or for him.

    “You look concussed,” she said.

    “Huh?”

    “I’ve seen it before. Did three weeks with Guns and Roses once, saw maybe four.” Now free of the wreckage, she climbed to her feet. “Thanks for the help. How much shit do you people pack, anyway?”

    “A concussion would explain a few things,” he said as he wiped fresh sweat from his face. “You all right?”

    “Now that I can move. Where did we go down?”

    “Hell if I know. Good story though, huh?”

    “Better than your junkie lead guitarist and geek rhythm section.”

    “Off to a great start. Look, I…”

    “We were in a plane crash. There’s stuff to do. I get it. Point me in a direction.”

    “Survivors. Start looking. We got two pilots, five band members, and the three of us in here. Conner and Dani appear to be up and moving. Just… shit, just find the others and come back here. Then we’ll see what’s next.”

    “Okay. I’m on it.” She started past him and then froze as a shriek of either agony or rage blistered through the air. Rolling Stone - Shannon, that was her name - gave him a single frightened look, and then she bolted through the opening and into the crash site.

    Potter followed as quickly as he could.

    

***



    

    “Greg?”

    The bass player was busy looking at the spot where his forearm disappeared into a tangle of plastic and wrecked metal when he heard his name. He blinked, wondering from which direction the voice had come, and then he turned his head to the side because he realized it had come from maybe ten feet to his right, and he knew the voice belonged to Curt.

    “You okay?” he asked.

    Curt didn’t reply, just let out a slow breath that sounded wet and difficult. It didn’t make a lot of sense, but what in the last few minutes had? Everything was upside down and mashed together.

    “Hey, Curt. Talk to me, man.” He saw pain in his friend’s eyes, pain and a kind of confusion that was almost… what? Was it wonder? Whatever it was, there was so much of it, and it was so powerful, that he couldn’t tear his eyes away from his friend’s for a long moment, so he didn’t notice the broken shaft of metal sticking out of the drummer’s belly.

    When he finally noticed the piece of scrap impaling Curt, holding him to the cabin’s floor like an insect to Styrofoam, it was all he could see. Blood streaked the dull metal - he found himself wondering if it was steel - and his eyes kept locking on the small pieces of tissue that clung to edges that were so ragged they were practically serrated. The scrap hadn’t just pierced his friend but had torn through him, ripping away chunks as it went. Greg felt desperation well up inside him, cold and shivering and useless, and he knew his best friend was dying before he even realized blood was pumping out of the hole in his gut. When he did see the spill, red throbbing out of Curt’s wound as though it were being kicked out, it just cemented the deal. He jerked toward his friend, and a scream erupted from his throat as something in the wreckage tore deep into his arm.

    His friend was still watching him, but the light was fading from his eyes. The lips that had been set in a firm line slowly parted as he inhaled another shuddering breath. He reached out a hand that opened and closed a few times, slower and slower each time, and then the breath rattled out and everything went still.

    “Curt!”

    He tried to move again, and another bolt of torture pierced his body. Motherfucker!

    “What’s wrong?” a voice asked from nearby. Greg recognized it as Potter’s, and he turned toward the sound. When his vision cleared a little, he saw the big man’s bulk all but filling a narrow opening less than ten feet to his right. The tears in his eyes made Potter a blur, but he knew the shape. A smaller figure stood beside the man. One of the girls, maybe? It was too dark to tell, and he was crying far too hard.

    “Is Curt…?” The road manager’s throat clicked. “Fuck.” The word was barely audible. Potter staggered back a step and then suddenly dropped to his hands and knees, crying out in pain before retching, his entire body heaving as if it needed to get something terrible up and out.

    Greg turned away, looking at Curt once more. He lay there, his arm pinned, and tried not to scream as he peered deep into his best friend’s dead eyes.

    


THREE



    

    Junk slowed everything down. That was one of the things Conner liked most, the way the world became slow and syrupy, like the liquid fire dripping out of the trees or the notes from his guitar that drifted upward. Too much of his life was spent hurrying, making deadlines. Reaching the venue, sound check, curtain, back on the bus: every last one of them had a little time marked on the itinerary, and don’t you dare blow one, or else Potter would make sure there was hell to pay. When the world went soft and smooth and stretched out, he didn’t care. It helped.

    Then, there were times like now, running toward a scream he couldn’t be sure he’d really heard while his sense of direction shifted and changed with every frenzied step. The ground tilted and crumbled under his feet, and the distance between him and the plane kept changing. He felt the first traces of frustration scratch at him like fingernails. They made him think of his stash. It had to be on the plane somewhere, probably in his carry-on. He couldn’t be sure, because his dope haze played fun little games with his brain, but he thought that was where he’d left it. One little sniff, and his ribs would stop hurting and those fingernails would disappear. All he needed-

    A yelp escaped him as the ground sloped out from under his feet. His step came down hard, and his balance disappeared. He pitched forward, and the yelp became a grunt as his face hit the pine needles and started sliding down. With both arms, he reached out and dragged himself to a stop.

    A sinkhole. Pretty big one, too. Maybe ten yards across and five yards deep. The walls weren’t that steep, but the climb to the top was still pretty tough. Sometimes a good high had its flaws.

    He tried to look over his shoulder, see how far down the hole went, but that just started him sliding again. Pine needles crawled up his shirt. They scratched at his skin, and the sensation set every last nerve on fire. His breath became a series of gasps, ragged and hot. Looking up, he couldn’t tell if the top of the hole was a few feet away or a dozen. Either way, he started climbing, digging into the ground with his fingers and hoping he had the strength to pull off his escape. Get free, get back to the wreck, and then find his stash and get fucked up. Sounded like a plan. Hopefully, no one was hurt too bad, because they’d just been shuffled to the back of the line.

    His arms burned, legs ached. His belly and chest itched, and he wanted nothing more than to scratch at his skin until it hurt. Before he could do that though, he needed to get on some flat ground. A part of him wanted to let go, however, to turn around and jump into the hole. A hole in the world. Weird. He kept climbing, because no matter how weird the hole was, he knew his stash wasn’t inside it.

    “Motherfuck,” he muttered as he reached the top and pulled himself free of the sinkhole. Way too difficult. Without the junk, he might have been able to hop out of the goddamn thing. Hell, with enough in his system he might not have cared, might have just stayed there and slipped into sleep.

    Conner rolled onto his back and scratched beneath his shirt. The relief spread through him, but the itching returned almost immediately. He needed to get back to his stash if he wanted it to go away for more than a few seconds. The idea of standing, of even moving, felt like punishment, though. Every part of his body begged him to stay flat on his back and breathe, sucking in the smell of pine and dirt and… what was that?

    It was a thick smell, and for some reason it gave him an impression of cooling heat. It pushed into his nostrils and filled his whole head. He choked, rolling onto his side and coughing into the dirt, breathed some in and then choked harder. Shit, what was that?

    Slowly, he pushed himself onto his hands and knees, trying to keep his stomach from tightening into a knot. He fought to hold his breath, but he just couldn’t. His lungs craved air, no matter how rank it was. And the air did taste foul, something awful curling out of the sinkhole and shoving away the forest scents.

    What was that?

    Afraid of what he might find but needing to know, he crawled to the sinkhole’s edge and peered down. The darkness hid everything but the hole’s shape, so he fished a hand into his pocket and found his cigarette lighter. Holding it over the hole’s edge, he struck the wheel and flared the lighter to life. A soft, orange glow pulsed from his hand, and he used it to examine the sinkhole more closely.

    Oh, shit. His stomach clenched hard, and his body turned to trembling iron. Everything went cold, and for a long time he could only shiver as he stared into the hole.

    It looked like he’d slid far enough down the hole to cut a dirty swath through the blood that soaked the sinkhole’s lower half. The dirt at the bottom was darker, moist. Red needles coated the ground, and even in his drug-addled state he could figure out what had stained them. The overpowering stink of blood was matched only by the smells of raw meat and rot. Conner stared, unable to turn away as he tried to figure out what he was seeing.

    Some of the pieces that littered the bottom of the sinkhole appeared to be animals. He saw blood-matted fur, a skull with antlers still attached. There were other things, though. Shredded cloth, a red-streaked hiking boot. A hand, some of the meat still clinging to thin bones.

    Holy Jesus.

    Terror jolted him like a power line, and he didn’t even realize he was screaming as he scrambled to his feet and ran away from the sinkhole in a series of desperate, tripping strides.

    He had to find the others, had to warn them. There was something here, something awful, and it could rip a person apart. Spurred by terror, Conner left the sinkhole behind and sprinted toward the gleaming wreckage.

    

***



    

    When the scream cut through the air, Dani jumped, a cry of her own caught in her throat. Jen started at the sound, too. She tried to sit up, and then she screamed without any trouble. Her face went tight and hard, and she shook as she tried to bite back a round of sobs. Dani’s hands went to her sister’s face, tender and comforting. Jen’s body trembled, and a long, high note of agony worked its way past her teeth.

    “It’ll be okay,” Dani said. “Try not to move. I know it’s got to hurt, but-”

    “Who… was screaming?”

    “I don’t know. Didn’t recognize the voice.”

    Jen’s features went slack for a moment, and she lay there sucking in deep breaths. Her eyes slipped shut and opened again, and she appeared much calmer. “What if… could have been… Kevin.” The air rushed out of her after she’d completed the thought.

    Dani had tried to block out the thought, but Jen had shoved it through so that she had to consider it. She tried to stay calm, to keep her sister comforted and calm, but her nerves started firing one by one, panic working its way up her spine like a fire through dry grass. What if it was him? He could be hurt or even dying. In her mind’s eye, she saw him alone in the forest, screaming out for help as he died. What if no one came for him? He’d die alone with her name on his lips, and his last thoughts would be how she’d abandoned him.

    She knew she’d taken the thought too far, but she couldn’t help it. The panic burned all through her, now. As much as she wanted the image to be comforting her little sis had turned into fists that shook at her sides. When Jen’s hand appeared on her upper arm, she almost shrieked.

    “Dani.”

    “What?”

    “Go find him. I’m not going anywhere.”

    “You know I can’t-”

    “Yes, you can. You’ll go crazy if you don’t find Kevin. I’ll be okay. Just don’t forget where I’m at, all right?”

    “I’m sorry. Who? Where? I have a sister?” She hadn’t even realized she had a joke left in her until it came out.

    “Ha ha. Go find your hubby.”

    “Okay. I’ll be back as soon as I can. You holler if you need anything, got me?”

    “Sure do, Cocheese. Now get.”

    Dani leaned down and planted a kiss on her sister’s forehead. Jen patted her on the back and then relaxed into the ground. Dani gave her one more look and then examined the area as she stood, noting where she was in relation to the plane. Once she was positive she could find the spot again, she took off at a run, charging for the plane and the scream she’d heard.

    “Please be okay,” she whispered. “Please, baby.”

    Then, something charged out of the darkness and slammed into her, knocking her to the ground.

    

***



    

    Potter tried to balance his responsibilities with a deep desire to behave like a real person. Curt lay dead, impaled less than ten feet from his best friend. He wanted to pause everything and offer some kind of sympathy to Greg. Staring at the dead drummer - a guy he considered a friend - he wanted to pull Curt’s body off of that jagged piece of scrap and cover him in some way, treat him with some basic kind of respect.

    But his To-Do List waited in his head, and there was still plenty he hadn’t been able to cross off it. He gave it a quick look.

    

    1. Assess the fucking situation

    2. See who survived

    3. See who’s injured and tend to them

    4. Call for help on radio

    5. Examine surroundings and go for help, if needed

    

    His frown deepened as he realized there wasn’t a damn thing he could cross off yet. Without checking the cockpit and the pilots, he hadn’t really assessed a damn thing. He had hints that Conner and Dani were alive, but he hadn’t spotted either of them, and he hadn’t seen a trace of Jen yet. Greg was making noises, things that were either shouts or sobs or whimpers. They all kept blurring together, and when he tried to shut them out and decide what to do next, they grabbed at his thoughts and pulled them in different directions.

    He backed up a step, needing to get away from Greg and Curtis, and his balance disappeared again. Pain spiked his knee again, and the world spun. Gritting his teeth, he hissed his way through it until everything settled down. Hands patted his back, and he remembered Shannon.

    “You okay?” she asked.

    “Fucking knock on the head or something. I’ll be fine.” He had his doubts, though. The knee was a problem he could maybe hobble through, but the way his balance kept going all loopy and the nausea kept grabbing him in a slick, wet fist had him worried. Concussions could be serious, but he didn’t know how bad they could be or what permanent damage might result. He thought he remembered something about not lying down, that the person who received the knock wasn’t supposed to sleep for forty-eight hours or something.

    Forty-eight hours. The number almost made him chuckle. Well, wasn’t it just the magic number for everything? Some wonderful numeric key that answered every question and opened every door? Slowly, he realized he’d hopped and skipped right past chuckling into the land of giggles. He pressed the heel of his hand against his teeth and peeled off a round of titters, knowing it was the wrong thing to do so close to Curt’s corpse but unable to stop.

    “Potter. Hey.”

    Tears streaming down his cheeks, he bit into his hand and stayed that way until the giggles passed. Hot embarrassment followed, but he didn’t have time for it. Instead of wallowing, he rubbed his temples until his head felt the tiniest bit better. Then, he stood and looked around, trying to ignore the way Greg stared at him.

    “Sorry. This is all just… fuck it.” He gave Shannon a glance. “Can you do me a favor? Find a blanket and cover Curtis. I need to check on the pilots and see if the radio’s working.”

    She nodded, her face pale and frightened in the dark, and then she ran toward the plane’s rear section. Good choice. There had to be plenty of blankets somewhere in there.

    “Greg, how are you?” He still couldn’t look the bass player in the eye, but he got as close as he could.

    “You serious? Potter, fucking look! My best friend is fucking dead ten feet in front of me, and my goddamn fret hand is trapped in a bunch of metal. Do I look like I’m at a picnic?”

    “Okay. Noted.”

    “Okay? What’s that supposed to mean, Potter? Get me the fuck out of here!”

    “How’s the trapped arm?”

    “It hurts like a son of a bitch.”

    “Is it cold? Numb?”

    “Not even close.”

    “Then you’re okay, for now. I have to get on the radio and let somebody know we went down. As soon as I can, we’ll get you out of there.”

    Potter finally looked Greg full in the face. The bass player looked incredulous, like he’d just been told he had to spend the day killing puppies. Potter gave him the smallest shrug he could muster. “I’m sorry. It’s… there are still things to do, okay? As soon as we can, we’re getting you out of there.”

    “That’s a comfort, really.”

    “Sorry. Best I can do.”

    “Whatever. You got a lighter?”

    “What?”

    “Got my smokes in my pocket. No lighter. Got one?”

    “Right. Sure.” He dug into his pockets until he found the Bic he kept stashed there. Holding it up, he showed it to Greg. For a second, he considered climbing over Curt’s body, but he dismissed the idea almost at once. Instead, he tossed the lighter and watched as Greg caught it.

    “Good job.”

    “Yeah,” Greg answered. “Shoulda been in the majors.”

    “I’m checking the cockpit. I’ll be back.” He turned and started away before Greg could say anything else. Already, he’d wasted too much time. How long had it been since they crashed? All he knew was it had probably been too damn long.

    When he reached the cockpit, which was still attached to the section where Greg lay trapped and Curt lay dead, Potter felt his hope start to wither. Several tree limbs had pierced the cockpit, and he couldn’t think of a way for anybody to survive that kind of damage. Still, he needed to check. He moved around the cockpit until he found a windscreen that hadn’t been destroyed by angry pine limbs, and then he worked himself against it and pressed his face as close to the screen as he could.

    At first, he saw nothing but darkness. Shadow had swallowed the cockpit whole. He looked closer, cupping his hands around his face and waiting for his eyes to do the work. Slowly, the cockpit revealed itself. Potter shivered, and wished he could look away.

    Both pilots were dead. One of the branches had impaled the co-pilot, the wood jutting out of his chest right above his heart. Blood soaked him, and his head hung limp as a ragdoll’s. Beside him, the pilot was slumped forward, his face obliterated against the console. His back bent at an impossible angle, the spine likely broken over the yoke. Potter stretched, struggling for a better look, and saw a pool of blood and dangling loops of intestine beneath the pilot. The yoke had done a lot more than break the man’s spine.

    A twinge of either mourning or pity buzzed inside of Potter, but it died a fast and painless death. These two men had crashed the plane in the first place. It didn’t matter to him if it had been pilot error or some mechanical failure. Weren’t they in charge of making sure the goddamn plane got serviced in the first place? As far as he knew, the entire accident rested on their shoulders. His face screwed into a hard glare, and he decided a part of him was happy both men had died. It served them right for killing Curt.

    “Fuck you,” he muttered. “Both of you can rot in hell.”

    Taking a deep breath, he pushed himself away from the nose and worked his way around the two trees. In his head, he crossed out the first item on his list. Maybe he hadn’t fully assessed the fucking situation, but he had the broad strokes. Now, he needed to locate Dani, Jen, and Conner. Do that, and he could cross off another item. Sooner or later, he was bound to make some progress.

    “Asshole!”

    The angry shout froze him. It took him a second, but then he realized it really had been Dani’s voice. In the next moment, he heard Conner’s voice, babbling off a lot of nonsense that sounded like it was supposed to be an apology. Grunting, he got moving again. Whatever they were shouting about, it sounded like he should investigate.

    

***



    

    Conner hit the ground, hard, but he didn’t feel much except a sudden confusion. He’d been running just a second before - well, as close to running as he could manage when good and doped. It was kind of a loping stride that got him where he wanted to go just a little faster than walking. A jogger could have outrun him, only whatever had slammed into him had been doing a lot more than jogging, and now his arms and legs were all tangled up in something that was moving against him, and he thought about the bones in the bottom of the sinkhole and knew the thing that had hit him must be responsible. A rasping and slow. It fought back, shoving at him, and he tried to crawl away, his limbs flailing uselessly against the ground before he heard a familiar voice.

    “Asshole!”

    Dani? The dope haze muffled her voice a little, but he recognized it without too much fuss. For a stupefied moment, he just lay there, wondering why she’d attacked him, and then she started slapping the top of his head.

    “You stupid jackhole! Can you watch where the hell you’re going? I don’t have enough to worry about without you barreling out of nowhere?”

    Her hands rained down on him, not doing a lot of damage, but showing she was good and pissed. Trying to swat them away, he waved his slow arms back and forth. It didn’t do a bit of good, and Dani’s hands kept slapping him. With nothing left to do, he started shouting.

    “I’m sorry! There was a hole and blood, and I didn’t know what to do, but I crawled out, and I think there’s something really wrong, so I started back, and you were-”

    “What in hell…?” Her hands fell still before appearing on his shoulders, patting down his arms before moving to his chest. “Jesus, Conner. Are you okay?”

    He didn’t know how to respond, so he lay beneath her and made sounds without words for a moment while he tried to collect himself. Everything was swimming through the dope haze, and he just wanted to drift off and disappear until all the bad things ended and they were safe again. Dani wasn’t going to let him do that, though. She’d always been one of those people who needs to be fixing things, and it drove him crazy.

    “What’s going on out here? You two all right?”

    The new voice swam through the fog and revealed itself as Potter. Perfect. There was another fixer, only this one liked to get bossy, too. Still, maybe they’d know what to do about the sinkhole.

    “The wonderful Mr. Chang here just decided I was a running back and he needed to take me down. Y’know, something understandable for the situation.”

    “No,” Conner said. The word kept coming, like it was stuck in his throat and blocking everything else. “No, no, no, no.”

    “Jesus,” Potter said. Even through his nod, he could tell the tour manager was annoyed. “Just… everybody up. Have either of you seen Jen?”

    “Yeah,” Dani said as she climbed to her feet. “She’s not far. She’s hurt, though. Pelvis is at least broken. I think it’s pretty bad. Why didn’t you ask about Kevin? Have you seen him?”

    “He’s in the plane.”

    “Shit. I should-”

    Potter held up a hand, pressing it against Dani’s shoulder. “Just wait. There’s some things you need - what the fuck happened to you?”

    It took Conner a second to realize Potter was talking to him. When he looked, the big man was staring at his shirt, his arms. He remembered the blood from the sinkhole, and fear planted a boot in his ass all over again.

    “That’s right! There’s this hole back there, and there’s blood all around it and… pieces of things, and I think there’s something really wrong here. We need to get the fuck out of this place before something bad happens!” He looked back and forth between their faces, noting that they didn’t look nearly frightened enough. Dani’s face went hard and cold, and she gave him the best eye-fuck he’d received in a long time.

    “Before something bad happens? Are you shitting me, Conner? I’m not sure if you noticed, but the giant hunk of scrap over there used to be a plane with us on it! We fucking crashed! My sister is lying against a tree unable to move without screaming, and you’re ranting about something bad happening? Maybe? I should beat you until you can’t move!”

    “I’m not… wait, what? I know about the fucking crash, okay? I’m not an idiot.” He grabbed his shirt and shook it at her. “Look at this, huh? You think this is mine? Shit, no! I fell into this, Dani! There’s… I don’t know! It’s something though, and it’s got a hole full of dead things really close by!” He wanted to yell at her some more. It felt good, and he thought she deserved it. His nod was crumbling fast though, letting the fear take greater hold on his brain. With each passing second, he became more aware of the sinkhole at his back. He could almost feel it calling to him, trying to drag him back. It didn’t make any sense, but not much did when you added junk to the mix.

    “You’re sure you’re not hurt?” Potter asked.

    “Yes. I mean, okay… I’m sore or whatever. Might have… I don’t know… feels like a rib or two, maybe.”

    “But you’re not cut anywhere.”

    “No. Jesus, Potter. No, I’m not cut anywhere. I told you I fell in this. What, you think I have-”

    A roar blasted through the trees, killing the sentence before Conner could finish it. The three of them jumped, and a short moan drifted from the junkie’s lips before he found his voice again.

    “That’s it. Holy shit, Potter. That’s gotta be the thing. That’s it, and it’s coming, okay? We gotta go.”

    “Shush.”

    “But it’s coming. I’ve seen its little hole, and now it’s coming to put us in it, so we need to leave.”

    “And go where, exactly?” Dani asked.

    “I don’t know!”

    The roar came again. It crackled like whatever made it had a sore throat, and the note wavered high and low. He’d never heard a cry like it, and he couldn’t think of a single animal that might be responsible. There was no mistaking the intent, though. He knew anger when he heard it.

    “Where’s Jen?” Potter asked.

    “She’s close. We can’t move her, though. I told you, she’s-”

    “Conner, can you-”

    Another roar, and this time he could tell it was closer. Shivering a little, Dani nodded and motioned for them to follow. Conner considered dashing for the plane, but then he saw the grim look on Potter’s face and knew there would be consequences for fleeing. Muttering, he started after Dani. With any luck, they’d survive long enough to find his stash.

    


FOUR



    

    When the first roar cut through the night, Shannon dropped into a crouch and fixed her eyes on the opening torn in the plane’s wall. She didn’t know what might have made the sound, but it had been close enough that her first thought had been safety. At least it gave her something to think about other that the complete lack of blankets on the jet. Then again, the blanket problem didn’t feel nearly so life-threatening.

    “What was that?” a voice asked.

    Shannon screamed - a short, bleating note - before she could stop herself. Embarrassment flooded her, and she thought that might be a good thing. At least she wasn’t so scared she couldn’t be embarrassed.

    “Don’t know,” she said. Walking toward the voice - it had to be Dani’s husband Kevin - she kept her eyes peeled for blankets. Who had stocked this damn plane? “Think we landed in bear country?”

    “Sounds like one messed up bear.”

    “Maybe it just came from a rave.” She found him in the darkness, lying there with his legs crossed in a way that didn’t look comfortable at all. Reaching down, she straightened them. Waking up paralyzed was bad enough. She didn’t want him to lose a leg due to loss of circulation or something. “Shannon Gardner. Rolling Stone.”

    “I know. Kevin Shaw. Husband and guitar bitch.”

    Another roar. She thought this one might be closer, but she couldn’t tell. “Maybe we should be quiet.”

    “You think it can get in here?”

    Once again, she looked at the hole in the cabin’s side. She wondered. “If it’s a bear, I’m going with no.”

    “And if it’s not?”

    “Then I’m hoping for no. We’ll see. Now, quiet.”

    He nodded, and she could see him strain to get a view at the opening. For a moment, she considered helping him, but then she heard a noise behind her, and it grabbed their attention like a cold hand.

    Something brushed against the outside of the fuselage. At first, she thought it might have been her imagination. She imagined straw brooms against concrete floors, just one long drag across the length of a big room. The sound was similar, a soft hiss just loud enough to be heard over their breath. With her eyes, she followed it as it worked its way from the ruined front of the cabin toward the tail. As it approached the rear of the aircraft, a low, threatening growl joined the brushing sound, moving along with it. Again, her eyes moved to the opening.

    Please be a bear, she thought. A gentle one that doesn’t really want to get inside.

    Beside her, Kevin’s breath quickened. One of his hands closed around her forearm, and she drew in a sharp breath.

    “Listen,” he whispered.

    “I hear it.”

    “No, I mean listen to me. There’s, uh… there’s some things I’ve done, and look… if something… I just can’t keep it to myself. Not if-”

    “This isn’t confession. Now, shut up.”

    He listened, but his arm tightened down hard on hers. Without thinking, she put a hand on his knee and squeezed, hoping to comfort him just a little.

    The noise stopped. It was almost all the way back to the tail when it just disappeared. The growling continued a few more seconds, and Shannon found herself watching the spot where she heard it and holding her breath. Her mind showed her different possibilities, and she hated every one of them. She wanted to think curiosity had brought the bear or whatever to them, but the roars had told a different story.

    The hiss started again, this time moving toward them. Maybe it was a bear, one that had decided to scope out the giant thing that had fallen out of the sky. Once it was satisfied, maybe it would go away.

    Slowly, the thing outside the plane made its way along the fuselage. If not for the growl that was almost a long, ragged breath, she could imagine an animal sniffing at the side of the plane like a dog on its morning walk. Just checking out my world; don’t mind me.

    Finally, it reached the front of their section. She had followed the sound all the way to the twisted wall of wreckage. Holding her breath, she waited to see what would happen next. A part of her worried about Greg and Curt’s body, but fear kept those worries at bay.

    The world stood still. Inside the ruined cabin, the air felt hot and almost solid. Everything slowed as Shannon watched the wall and waited to see what happened. The growling continued at a low rumble. Another roar followed, and it was so loud Shannon felt it in her chest, like a bass solo at an arena show. Her whole body shook, and Kevin’s hand grew even tighter around her arm. Both lungs burned. She released the breath she’d been holding. It trembled out of her, and she pulled in more air before holding it again. No way in hell was she going to let whatever was outside hear her.

    Beyond the cabin wall, she heard heavy footsteps, like the thing outside was stomping in place. She thought of bulls about to charge, and she wondered if it was as big as a bull or bigger. It sounded huge, but some of that could have been fear playing tricks on her. She released another breath and set her mouth in a grim line, her eyes narrowed. The longer she waited for whatever it was to actually do something, the more she felt anger creep in to replace her fear. What was it doing? What was it waiting for? Jesus, what was it?

    When she heard footsteps that were somehow both lumbering and fast retreat into the forest, her body finally relaxed. A wave of relief that was almost exhaustion flowed through her, and she dropped from a crouch to her knees, her head bowing as she sighed.

    “What do you think it was?” Kevin asked.

    “I don’t know,” she answered. “Sure hope we don’t find out, though.”

    

***



    

    Greg lost any concrete reference to time. He waited, cigarette stubbed out on the carpet at his side, and tried to ignore the pain in his arm while he watched the opening just beyond his best friend’s corpse, hoping something big and pissed off didn’t appear there. He’d heard it - the way it growled and moved and fucking roared, he couldn’t have missed it - and the only thing he could think about as he listened to its movements was how goddamn trapped he was. He didn’t think it was a cougar or any other great cat, but one wouldn’t have the slightest trouble getting in to take a chunk out of him. For a terrible instant, he thought maybe Curt’s body would distract it, and then he hated himself for even considering that option. Again, his eyes drifted to his best friend.

    At least you don’t have to experience this, he thought. It wasn’t a great comfort, but it helped a little.

    When he heard the footsteps rumbling into the forest, he let himself breathe easier. His arm sagged against the metal that held it, and a flash of pain travelled down his arm to the base of his spine and back. Greg bared his teeth and tried not to scream, releasing something that was part hiss and part groan. Looking at his arm, he saw a trickle of blood seep out from the plane’s wall and leave a thin red trail to his elbow, where a single drop fell to the carpet. Tentatively, he tried wriggling his fingers. He thought they moved, but he couldn’t be sure. Watching his arm, he didn’t know which to fear more: a wild animal sniffing around or never using his fret hand again. One might kill him, but the other would leave him unable to play. Would he even want to survive that way?

    “Fuck it,” he muttered. Some things weren’t worth considering until you had all the facts, and he wouldn’t have those until he was free of the damn wreckage. He looked to his lap, where his Marlboros waited beside Potter’s lighter. A quick count told him he had eleven left. Knowing he should probably conserve them but not giving a shit, he fished one out and wedged it between his lips.

    The lighter was halfway to his mouth when something landed on top of the wreckage. Greg’s eyes darted to the ceiling, and the smoke fell from his lips as the entire fuselage shook, the ceiling caving in a few inches. Another bolt of pain jerked a scream out of him.

    A roar answered. Something leapt from the top of the fuselage to the ground just outside the jagged hole beyond Curt’s body, and Greg’s breath caught in his throat before he could scream.

    

***



    

    Crazy. Any way he considered it, the whole thing was crazy. How else could he explain it? Here he was in the middle of nowhere, less than thirty minutes after a plane crash. There was something roaring like a dying tiger out in the darkness, Jen had a cracked, possibly crushed pelvis, and all he could do was wonder how much time he had left and fight to keep from checking his watch. Potter figured he was at forty-three hours or less. By now, he should be in New York, maybe even in a rental car heading to Pennsylvania. But no. Instead, he looked down at Jen, her face tight with pain and smeared with dirt and tears, and wondered what the best way to quickly move somebody with a broken pelvis might be. Dammit, he hadn’t even tried the radio yet!

    I can still make it, he thought. Maybe.

    “Sounds quiet out there,” Dani whispered. “Think it wandered off?”

    “Not a bet I’m willing to make, no.”

    “Potter, we can’t just hang out here.”

    “I know that. Now, quiet.” She was right, and he knew it, but that didn’t make the situation suddenly easy. He leaned against the tree, offering Jen as much protection as he could without sending his knee into fits. Just leaning made the world swim a little, go watery and weird.

    Beside Jen, Conner sat with his back against the tree. He’d pulled his knees up to his chest and now hugged them, his chin tucked so that Potter couldn’t see his face. Now and then, the guitarist rocked back and forth a little, letting out the tiniest of moans. The blood that had soaked his shirt and smeared his face was a concern. Potter thought the bloody sinkhole - if that was what Conner had fallen into - probably had something to do with whatever had roared. A feeding ground, maybe. Potter had never heard of an animal that kept its kills in a sinkhole, but that didn’t mean anything. It wasn’t as though he’d studied to be a forest ranger.

    A pained squeak at his feet reminded him of more pressing matters. He needed to get Jen back in the plane. When he left the wreckage, he’d needed to bend pretty low to make it through the tear in the jet’s side. If the roaring thing was in fact a bear, he couldn’t imagine it entering such a small hole.

    Breathing deep, he gave his list a quick glance.

    

    1. Assess the fucking situation

    2. See who survived

    3. See who’s injured and tend to them

    4. Call for help on radio

    5. Examine surroundings and go for help, if needed

    

    Finally, some progress. Once he had Jen squared away on the plane, he could see about getting the radio working. An hour, tops, and help would be en route. The scenario left him plenty of time. If he wasn’t so scared, he might just smile.

    “Okay,” he whispered as he reached down and ran a hand through Jen’s sweat-soaked hair. “We’re going to have to get you on the plane before that thing comes back.”

    “How?” The word was almost a grunt.

    “Well, that’s the problem. I’m not sure.”

    “We can make her a stretcher,” Dani said. “There’s gotta be something from the crash we can use.”

    “And all we have to do is find it in the dark and then make any modifications to it while there’s something obviously a little pissed off out there.”

    “You can’t carry her.”

    He nodded, but he wasn’t exactly brimming with other ideas. Every second he spent in the woods, his back exposed, he felt a little more vulnerable. They might have to carry her. Or drag her. It would hurt like hell, and it might even do some permanent damage, but if a bear did shamble up while they were trying to build a stretcher, a rescue crew would be able to carry the four of them home in a bucket.

    “Can we fucking stop this?” Conner asked. He lifted his head and looked toward the crash site. “It’s what? Maybe it’s a football field. Probably half that or less.”

    “What are you talking about?” Potter asked.

    “To the plane. Probably half a football field or less. We lift her, and we can have her inside in two minutes.”

    “It’s not that simple.”

    “It fucking is. Anybody else want to hang out in the woods?”

    “You’ll hurt her,” Dani said.

    “She is hurt. I’m off my ass, and I can see that much.”

    Potter wanted to say something. He guessed Dani wanted to say even more. She didn’t speak a word though, and Potter could read every emotion playing on the singer’s face, every worry for her sister and fear for her husband. Throw in herself, and she had too many people at stake, no matter how selflessly she lived. At some point in the last few seconds, Dani had slipped to a different level of damage control. He couldn’t imagine how she’d react once she found out about Kevin.

    Finally, Potter turned to Jen and made sure he had her attention. “Jen, can you-”

    “Give me something to bite, and promise me you’ll make it quick.”

    Dani patted her sister’s cheeks. “Are you sure?”

    “I don’t wanna be out here anymore.”

    “Okay. Be brave.”

    “Sure, Mom.”

    Potter swatted Conner’s arm. “Stand up and get your arms under her armpits.”

    “What?”

    “You heard me.”

    “I’m not-”

    His hand closed around Conner’s throat before he could stop himself. The annoyed look on the guitarist’s doped up face flipped a switch. Shoving Conner against the tree, he felt every muscle in his body grow rigid. Anger sizzled the edges of his vision.

    “You fucking are. Get up, Conner. Now.”

    Conner’s eyes bulged, and a croaking sound crawled out of his mouth. Potter knew he had the junkie’s attention, so he shoved him aside and glared as Conner scrambled to his feet, all but running into position. A hot, shameful feeling throbbed in Potter’s chest, and he breathed deep until it eased some. He didn’t want to go down that road. Maybe he’d have time in Pennsylvania, but he didn’t now.

    “Try to get your elbows under her armpits,” he told Conner. The guitarist didn’t say a word or even look up, just nodded as he dropped into a crouch. He waited until Conner had his arms situated. Swallowing hard, he looked into Jen’s eyes as he took hold of her ankles. She gave him a nod in return, and he heard shuffling footsteps as Dani stepped in and took her sister’s hand.

    “We ready?” Jen asked. A pained smile creased her expression.

    “On three,” Potter said. “One…”

    He never reached two. In the distance, he heard something heavy crunch against metal. For an instant, he wondered what the sound might be, maybe a branch or a smaller tree crashing against the wrecked plane. Then, another roar split the night, and he realized the wreckage had stopped being safe.

    

***



    

    The entire fuselage rocked as whatever had landed on it leapt off. Something sharp dug into Greg’s forearm, and he bit back a cry before it could escape. A small whimper pushed against the back of his teeth, and sweat stung his eyes. With his free hand, he wiped his eyes clear. He kept his breath shallow and as slow as he could, fought to fall still and stay that way. Then, he froze and peered through the hole beyond Curt’s body.

    The fires ignited by the crash had died down, but they lit the area a little, and his eyes had adjusted. When the thing landed outside the fuselage, he saw enough to be scared. What he’d hoped was a bear and feared was a great cat turned out to be neither. Instead, it was a thing he’d never seen, a creature that looked equal parts familiar and alien, a mash of elements that created a strange and frightening whole. The shape was almost human, if a person could grow to be almost eight feet of hunched muscle. Firelight rippled off coarse and scarred flesh that he thought might be the pale color of old ashes. Clumps of matted hair decorated arms and torso. It covered the head, though he saw a clacking jaw that was little more than bone and a few tatters of blackened skin. Above it, he saw teeth that were almost crags of rock. There was no nose, only a ragged, black hole like a bad dream. Red eyes burned from under a simian brow. Its breathing sounded like a diesel engine in dire need of repair, angry and ragged and dangerous.

    Greg watched the creature, wondering if he was deep enough in the shadows to avoid being seen. Exploring the beast with his eyes, he couldn’t help but feel a sense of corruption, like spoiled meat and bitter feelings. The smell wafting off it stuck in his throat and watered his eyes. This thing was horrible, a monster from some hidden place in the world. The word Sasquatch entered his mind, and he almost laughed. Whatever this thing was, it wasn’t a fuzzy and mysterious thing to be turned into a movie oddity. The thing standing outside the fuselage was a monster, and only grinding his teeth kept Greg from screeching.

    The creature stood there, its breathing loud in Greg’s ears as he watched and waited. He wanted to run, wanted to hide, but the wreckage held him fast, a trap around his arm. The thing looked far too big to enter the destroyed cabin and take him, but it also looked strong, maybe strong enough to tear the fuselage open wider and just saunter in to take him. His breath came faster as he imagined the beast ripping open the plane, grabbing hold of him and wrenching hard, leaving this fret hand in the wreckage while it carried the rest of him bleeding and screaming into the darkness so it could feast on the rest of him.

    The monster started sniffing the air, snuffling like a pig trying to find an apple core in cold mud. Greg tensed, wondering if the thing didn’t need to see him. The air tasted like a strange mix of oil and pine and fire to him, but maybe this thing could pick him out of the mess.

    It dropped to a crouch and moved forward like an ape, all toes and knuckles. It continued to snuffle at the air, right up until its head entered the cabin and it began to sniff at Curt’s body.

    “No,” Greg said. He hadn’t meant to make a sound, but his voice was like steel as it left his mouth. Everything went hard and hot, his jaw tightening with anger. This fucking thing was not taking his friend.

    The monster bellowed, its voice cracking again as its cry filled the cabin. Greg jerked away from the sound as it filled his head to bursting, and the sudden tearing in his arm ripped a scream from his lungs. He spasmed as pain raced through him like wildfire, and the pain only became agony, making him kick and stomp his feet as he fought to hold his trapped arm still, tears streaming down his face and cries all but choking him. Through a haze of pain, he saw the burning of the creature’s eyes and the spittle flying from its lips. Its shoulders slammed against the plane’s exterior as it tried to lurch through and take him. Each impact shook the plane, shooting bolts of hot suffering down his arm to his very center. The pain set his brain on fire. It burned away everything except agony. Breathing and screeching became his only goals.

    The plane kept rocking, and Greg thought his teeth might crack as he ground them against each other. He didn’t notice the beast had stopped roaring until the pain abated enough so he could hear the tearing sounds. They didn’t make sense at first, because he couldn’t bear to open his eyes. Only when they became too loud to ignore did he look, and what he saw dragged fresh screams from his lungs.

    The creature gripped Curt’s body with both hands. The angle was all wrong, with the monster having to reach in order to grab hold, so it couldn’t just lift the drummer from the ragged spear of metal that pinned him. Instead, it tried to free him with a series of violent jerks. Each movement brought Curt a little closer to the top of the shaft, and each created another of those awful tearing noises. As Greg watched, Curt’s body flopped and spasmed as though somebody had plugged it into a wall socket. With each violent tear, a fresh supply of blood ran from his opened back to patter against the floor, soaking the carpet.

    Greg tried to scream again, but his voice only crackled like burning paper instead. When he breathed, his throat felt ragged and singed. He kept trying, wanting to shriek every time he saw blood pour from his best friend’s body. Even worse, he saw the scraps of flesh and gristle his body left behind, clinging to the wreckage like treasures the plane had decided to keep. How he saw it so well through the fog of his tears made no sense. In fact, everything had grown more clear, had taken on a hyper-realistic quality. He saw everything in vivid detail, heard every sound with a clarity he’d never imagined. When the sobs started, he felt each one like a kick in the chest, and when bolts of pain shot down his arm he sobbed even harder. This had to be some kind of hell. Nothing this awful could ever be real.

    “Don’t!” he screamed, though the word came out as little more than a broken whisper. Fire raced along his throat as he tried to say it again. The beast thundered in reply, and Greg felt its breath whip across his face hot and stinking, a smell of dirt and age as thick as the scent of Curt’s spilled blood.

    The thing almost had Curt free. Another violent movement, maybe two, and it would claim his friend for its own. Desperate, Greg wrenched forward, wanting nothing more than to grab hold of his friend and pull. Metal ripped deep into his trapped arm, and the pain was electric fire, curling him into a tortured ball as he could do nothing more but howl into his knees. He clamped his eyes shut against the torture, and his pounding heartbeat almost drowned out the wet and violent sounds of his friend being torn free of the plane.

    He shut down. When his whispered shriek died, he did nothing more than lay on the cabin’s floor, arm trapped and throbbing, tears streaming from his shut eyes. His breath was a wet and bubbling thing, more whimper than inhalation. The pain was bad, but the final ripping sound followed by silence and stillness proved itself worse. For a long time, he did nothing more than sob, his back hitching and his face mashed against the carpet. The creature had won. It had taken Curt, and he hadn’t been able to stop it. Shit, he hadn’t even distracted the damn thing for more than a few seconds. Just a useless bass player with his arm trapped in a wall of twisted wreckage.

    In the distance, somewhere beyond his sobs and hisses, he heard lumbering footsteps trail into the forest. He wondered what the creature might be, where it had come from and what it wanted. Images he couldn’t stand floated through his mind as he wondered what it might do to Curt’s body. He pushed the images to the side and wiped at his eyes. Fresh tears welled up and spilled down his cheeks, and he thought they might never stop.

    

***



    

    Shannon didn’t know what else to do. All through the attack - it sure as hell sounded like an attack, even if she couldn’t be positive - she wrapped her arms around Dani’s injured husband and help him tight. He returned her panicked embrace, and they whispered to each other, too scared to raise their voices.

    “What is it?” he asked.

    “I don’t know.”

    “It sounds big. Who’s screaming?”

    “Greg. He’s trapped.”

    “Should we…?”

    “I don’t know. I… I just don’t.”

    She felt him nod against her shoulder, and she patted the back of his head. Even as she did it, she knew it was a ridiculous, useless gesture. The wounded man in her arms wasn’t a baby with a tooth coming in or even a child with a skinned knee. He was a husband and a professional who wasn’t going to walk again, and he was listening to something they couldn’t see possibly tear apart a friend of his. A pat on the head meant fuck all to him, but she couldn’t help herself. The desire to be soothing in some way outweighed more rational thoughts.

    The sounds grew louder, more urgent and violent. Shannon tightened her arms around Kevin as a series of wet, almost sucking sounds echoed through the crash site. Jesus Christ, it was tearing Greg to pieces. Nothing else made sense. A part of her tensed, growing hard and brave. It wanted to leave the wounded guitar tech and grab something heavy, see if she could rescue the bass player, but a more rational part of her said that would do nothing but get her killed. Gritting her teeth, she hated herself for not being sure if she was smart or a coward.

    When the noises finally died, she relaxed her grip a little. Kevin took in a deep breath, and she wondered if she’d been suffocating him. “Are you okay?”

    “I guess that depends on your meaning.”

    “I-”

    “I’m alive. You think that thing can get in here?”

    “I don’t even know what it is.” A sudden idea got her off the floor and on her feet. As quietly as she could, she hurried to the nearest window and peered out. The darkness hid almost all details from her, but she could barely make out a stooped figure that still looked gigantic. It carried a body over its shoulder. Probably Greg. The dimmest light played off a muscled back dotted with tufts of hair. Fear crawled through her belly, a thing that wanted to find her heart and squeeze. Whatever had attacked Greg, it wasn’t a bear or anything similar. It made no sense to her, and all she could do was stare and try to keep her knees from giving up and dumping her to the floor.

    “What is it?” Kevin asked, but she couldn’t answer. Instead, she shook her head and kept looking as it disappeared into the forest’s shadows. She finally spoke when the thing in her belly found her heart and started constricting.

    “I think we’re fucked.” She wanted to say more, but her remaining words had retreated to some dark corner of her brain, a place where she imagined huge, slumped figures that could carry grown men like rags. In a stunned silence, she turned and sat in the closest seat that hadn’t broken loose of the cabin floor. Kevin kept saying something, but she couldn’t respond. She sat there, staring at nothing, and wondered what chance any of them had at surviving. With something like that out there, all muscle and roar? It couldn’t be a good chance.

    “Rolling Stone…”

    She’d heard the other section of the plane rock as it attacked. How strong did it have to be? What could it do if it got its hands on any of them?

    “Hey, Rolling Stone.”

    Did it even have hands, or did it have claws instead? Black, wicked things that could pierce skin and draw blood.

    “Fucking hey!”

    The shout jolted her out of her mind and brought her back to the cabin. She looked to Kevin, found him propped on his elbows. “Huh?”

    “Listen.”

    She did, tilting her head toward the window as she struggled to hear anything other than the sound of night in the forest. It took a second, and at first she thought she must be imagining things, but then she grew certain. Sobbing. Somewhere out there, somebody was crying with the kind of abandon only true grief can inspire. She listened a second longer, trying to decide on a direction. When she realized it was coming from the forward section of the fuselage, she leaped out of her seat and raced from the cabin. Holy shit, Greg was still alive!

    Halfway between the two piles of wreckage, she saw a figure stumble out of the trees. A scream lodged in her throat, until she realized it wasn’t that giant thing returning but was instead Potter, the road manager. He moved quickly but cautiously, the limp barely slowing him as he watched her with frightened eyes.

    “What happened?”

    She held a finger to her lips and waved him closer. Potter did as she ordered, his eyes scanning the woods as he approached. “It went off that way,” she said, pointing toward where she’d last seen the thing.

    “What was it?”

    She shook her head. There would be time to explain later. Instead, she took his arm and led him to the place they’d seen Greg and Curt. The sobbing came from there, she was sure, and she muttered a quick prayer that Greg was still only hurt and not dying. As savage as the attack had sounded, she thought it might require a miracle for him to not be mortally wounded.

    When she reached the plane’s forward section and peered in, she saw a man in pain, a tight ball of limbs, one arm still disappearing into the cabin’s ruined wall, now smeared red well past the elbow. He shook as he wept, and when she stepped into the cabin she understood why. With each step, her feet squelched into the soaked carpet. At first, she hadn’t even noticed the drummer’s missing body, even though she knew that giant thing had been carrying somebody. She looked to where she’d last seen his corpse and found a blood-slicked shaft of metal. Looking at the dripping steel, she remembered the two friends playing Dungeons and Dragons before the concert, their ease with each other. It was the kind of connection you only grow from a lifetime as friends, and she’d known that. Now, one of them was dead and had been carried off by a goddamn monster. She looked to Greg’s quivering body and almost dropped to her knees in sadness. It wasn’t fair. She wanted to shatter the world piece by piece, it was so fucking unfair.

    “Jesus,” Potter muttered behind her.

    She ignored him and crept deeper into the cabin. When she reached Greg, she dropped into a crouch beside him and patted his back. “I’m sorry,” she said. “I’m just so damn sorry, Greg.”

    He nodded, one hand covering his entire face as he sobbed into his palm. The muscles of his back jumped under her hand, and she rubbed up and down his spine, trying to be soothing and afraid she was screwing it up. Slowly, his sobs grew weaker.

    “Um… shit… Shannon?”

    Potter’s voice. She looked up and found him supporting himself in the aircraft’s wound with both hands. Pain and worry etched lines in his face. She shook her head at him and looked back to Greg.

    “Shannon, we need-”

    “Fucking what? You think it can wait?”

    “No.” He spoke with such weight that the word felt like a rock dropping from the sky.

    Breathing deep, she closed her eyes. He needed her, and she knew it. That meant no one else was capable, because even in her short time with him, she’d seen Potter didn’t do things unless they were necessary. Fuck. Fucking dammit, it was just getting worse. Every single time she thought the situation had reached its lowest point, something dug them deeper.

    “I’ll be right there,” she said. When she heard him shuffle away from the fuselage, she opened her eyes. Greg was barely trembling, his weeping little more than a sigh. Without thinking, she leaned down and kissed his back. Then, she rose to her feet and followed Potter.

    


FIVE



    

    She didn’t want to, but Potter made her describe the creature that had attacked Greg and Curt as best she could. The description was anything but detailed, but it was still enough to send shivers of dread up his arms and down his back. When she told him about Curt’s body slung over its back like a sack of grain, he found himself eyeing the forest, trying to listen beyond Shannon’s hushed voice for any sign the beast might be returning. Jesus, why couldn’t it have been a bear?

    “So, realistically, what are we looking at?” Shannon asked. “The situation’s kinda gone frying pan to fire, right?”

    He nodded as he ticked down his list. It had shuffled a bit, lines struck out or erased and new items added. “We need to get Jen in the plane. She’s hurt and can’t move.”

    “Like Kevin.”

    “Sort of. Broken pelvis.”

    “Okay.”

    “After that, we’ll leave Dani in charge of her family and Conner. Do you think you can get Greg free?”

    “Wow, really? I don’t… I can try, but it’s a mess in there.”

    “I know. Just do what you can. I need to see if I can call for help on the radio.”

    A glimmer of hope flashed through her eyes. “You can do that?”

    He shuffled in place a little, his knee protesting. “In theory, I guess. If it’s undamaged and already on. Don’t suppose you know how to just walk in a cockpit and use the radio, do you?”

    “Not a chance. Sorry.”

    “It was a shot in the dark. I’ll ask the others, but I’m not holding out much hope. Just our luck both pilots died, I guess.”

    “Yeah, we’re neck-deep in the luck sewer.”

    He chuckled a little, biting back the sound when he remembered where he was. “So let’s see what we can do.”

    

***



    

    When they moved Jen, Dani held her hand the entire time. Her little sister stayed brave, gritting her teeth and hissing, but only crying out once, and then only for an instant before going all but silent once again. She admired Jen’s courage and restraint. In the same situation, she didn’t know if she could stay quiet.

    Another howl escaped her sister as they loaded her into the rear section of the wrecked cabin. Conner tripped climbing in and almost dropped her, and the scream came instantly. Jen slapped her free hand over her mouth and shrieked into it, her eyes squeezed tight and her face shining with sweat.

    “You okay?” Conner asked. Dani could have punched him, but Jen’s fist was all but crushing her hand.

    “Let’s just get her down next to Kevin. Gently.”

    “Kevin?” She looked through the cabin for her husband. Was he on the floor? Was that what Potter had meant? Hot guilt filled her belly. She couldn’t tell how long it had been since the crash, but she knew it was too long to not know where her husband was or even if he was okay. Jen’s injuries had distracted her, and as she crouched beside her husband she hoped he could forgive her.

    “I’m sorry, honey. Jen was hurt, and I didn’t know where you were, and-”

    “It’s okay. I’m all right.”

    “Are you? Why have you been here?”

    The grin evaporated. His hands closed around her upper arms, and he held her.

    “What’s wrong?” she asked. The look on Kevin’s face - the strength in his hands and the almost desperate way they held on - frightened her. Yes, there was something wrong here.

    “Dani,” Kevin said, and then his eyes shifted away from hers. Tears welled in them. “Potter didn’t tell you?”

    “What? Potter didn’t tell me what?” She whipped her head around to look at the road manager. “Tell me what, Potter?”

    He looked away, walking to the tear in the cabin wall and peering out.

    “Kevin, what happened?” There was something hot in her brain, singing the edges and working its way toward the center.

    “Dani, I… shit. I can’t feel my legs.”

    Her breath disappeared, sucked right out of her chest. For a long moment, she made strange clucking sounds as she searched for something comforting to say. The words, the soothing tones, scattered from her like leaves in an October wind, fluttering and tumbling and making everything awful. Tears stung her eyes, and her mouth drew into a tight, ugly shape, but still she couldn’t think of anything to say. She looked into Kevin’s eyes and saw a desperate need for strength, but she didn’t know if she could provide it.

    No, she could. In her mind, she stomped out the panic fire. Her face went calm, and she leaned down and kissed Kevin on the forehead. “It’ll be okay,” she said. Her husband tugged at her hands as she pulled away, but she shook free. “I’m not going anywhere.” It took longer than she liked to unlace his boots and pull them off his feet. Her fingers felt clumsy and weak, and they moved too fast for any sort of precision. Instead, all of her movements were barely restrained spasms of utter panic. By the time she had Kevin’s socked feet visible, she thought an hour had passed.

    “Try to wiggle them.”

    “I can’t.”

    “Shut up, honey. C’mon and wiggle the piggies.”

    “I can’t!”

    “Just try.”

    “I’ve been trying! I’m trying right now while you’re fucking yelling at me to try. Nothing is happening!”

    She stared down at the foot she held in her hands. It wasn’t moving, not so much as a twitch. A single sob hiccupped out of her throat, and then she set Kevin’s foot back on the ground. She swallowed hard.

    “It’ll be fine,” she said. “It could be a shock or trauma or something. We’ll get a doctor to look at it, and it’ll be fine.”

    “Right,” Kevin said. His voice was weak and filled with mounting despair. She took his foot in her hands again and massaged it, giving it tender squeezes as she tried to think of the right words, the right action.

    “Can you feel any of this?” she asked.

    Kevin shook his head. Then, he leaned his head back and covered his eyes with one hand. Dani turned to her sister and saw sadness fill her face. She tried to think of what to do, some magic action that would make everything better, but nothing appeared to her. Her brain had gone empty and dark, a shadow full of trouble and worry.

    “I’m going to try the radio,” Potter said before leaving the cabin.

    She wanted to chase him, to tackle him to the ground and beat him senseless for not telling her Kevin was hurt. The entire time, he’d known. There was no way he couldn’t have known, and not once had he mentioned anything. Not once did he speak a word about Kevin. She knew attacking Potter wouldn’t help, that he was only doing what he thought was best at the time, but there was just so much. A paralyzed husband and a wounded sister needed her, and she couldn’t think of a goddamn thing to do but hold their hands.

    On her knees between her loved ones, Dani closed her eyes and tried not to cry. She failed.

    

***



    

    When he ran out of tears, he ground his teeth. The minutes had ticked by - he thought it might have been as long as half an hour - and still he hadn’t lifted his head from the cabin floor. Carpet scratched at his forehead, but he didn’t care. All he cared about was Curt, his lifeless body carried off by something from a nightmare. Even now, maybe thirty minutes later, he could smell his friends blood, could hear the wet, almost sucking sounds as the monster had torn him from the wreckage. Deep in his head, he pictured getting free of the wreckage - tearing off his fucking arm, if that’s what he needed to do - and going after the monster. With one arm, he’d beat the horrific thing to death so he could rescue his best friend’s corpse. He knew it was ridiculous, that the beast would rip him apart and that nothing was going to bring back his friend, but didn’t they do that sort of thing in the Army? Wasn’t there some rule about bringing everybody back?

    “Greg?”

    He recognized the voice. The reporter. She’d been nice, putting up with their D&D bullshit and even kissing his back after Curt had been taken. Finally, he lifted his head from the carpet and turned to look at her.

    “Are you… look, I know you’re not okay. That’s bullshit. Are you… are you healthy? You don’t feel weak or anything?”

    A dry, almost bitter chuckle clicked in his throat. “I don’t think I’m dying.”

    “Bonus.” She climbed into the cabin, her eyes shifting to the wall of tangled metal that trapped him. “What are we looking at?”

    “A mess.”

    “Looks like, yeah. Well, we’re gonna try to get you out.”

    “I’ve fucking tried. Whatever’s going on in there, it’s a wreck. Got shit digging into my arm and everything.”

    “So we’ll be careful.”

    “Look… don’t. There’s just no fucking point, okay? I’m pretty sure this is your textbook definition of trapped. Or fucked. Maybe both are valid, right now.”

    “Okay, but your road manager kind of has a hard-on for you getting out of here, so I’ll just take a look and see what I can see.”

    “Knock yourself out.”

    “No thanks. Mama said knock you out.”

    Laughter bubbled out of him before he could stop it, before he even realized it was happening. Holy shit. The reporter had just told a joke and even made him laugh. Jesus, he was smiling. “Nice one.”

    “I have my moments.”

    He scanned the cabin as she tugged on pieces of metal. Avoiding the shaft of metal that still had pieces of his friend on it, he examined the broken seats and strewn luggage. His bass, a Music Man Stingray, was in cargo, possibly smashed to bits. The thought felt like a razor across his chest, but he knew he could get it repaired or replaced, if need be. As he made his second pass, something caught his eye. He couldn’t be sure in the dim light, but he thought he was right.

    “Hey, Shannon?”

    “Yeah?”

    He pointed toward the farthest wall. “You see that carry-on over there?”

    “Which one?”

    “It should be dark brown with black trim. I need you to go over there and make sure that’s the one.”

    “Huh?”

    “Please.”

    She crossed the cabin. He noticed she jumped to avoid the area that had been soaked with Curt’s blood. When she reached the bag he’d been pointing toward, she reached down and turned it over, examining the tag.

    “It’s Curt’s.”

    “That’s the one. Can you open it?”

    “Are you sure?”

    “Yeah. Thanks.”

    “Am I looking for something in particular?”

    “A Crown Royal bag. Purple, felt.”

    “I know. He brought booze in his carry-on?”

    “Not really.” He watched as she rummaged through the bag, turning over T-shirts and socks and underwear with her hands until she found the bag he wanted. She hoisted it in one hand, shaking it.

    “It rattles.”

    “That it does. Gimme, please.”

    She brought him the bag and set it in his upturned hand. A smile found a home on his face as he hefted the familiar weight. With his free hand, he dropped the bag to the carpet and tugged at the drawstring. At first, he thought it wouldn’t open, but then a pull in the right place opened up everything. He reached inside and plucked through the objects until he found the right one.

    “There we go.”

    The twenty-sided die still had plenty of twenties left to roll. Curt had told him that so many times it was almost etched into the side of his brain. In the darkness, he looked at the die’s contours and color. That strange, nearly round shape. Black plastic shot through with traces of amber, the numbers in white. He had to admit, it was one of the nicest twenties he’d ever seen, and he understood why Curt had decided it was his favorite.

    Greg flicked a glance toward Shannon. She was busy with the wall, poking and pulling as she leaned in to get a better look at the scrap. Content she wouldn’t see, he pushed the die to his lips and kissed it, then slipped it inside his pocket. If they never found Curt again, it was the best he could do.

    

***



    

    As soon as Potter separated himself from the rest, he checked his watch again. Jesus, there were barely forty hours left. It looked like a lot until he factored in where they were and the fact that they hadn’t seen so much as a glimmer of rescue yet. If rescue did come, they’d be taken to a hospital and checked out. Then, they’d probably have to sit through who knew how many interviews - authorities and media alike asking question after question - and the entire time a doctor would be asking Marie and Marie alone what to do with the Old Man. She wouldn’t wait for him, not if he couldn’t get in touch with her. Once again, she’d decide he’d let her down, and she’d have them shut off the respirator while he tried to convince some asshole from MTV that yeah, they’d really been attacked by the bigfoot from hell.

    Trudging through the crash site to what remained of the cockpit, he tried to remember the last time he’d spoken to his father. For years, their relationship had taken fifteen minutes out of every year, five minute phone calls on Christmas and each of their birthdays. Father’s day seemed like too much irony, so he never bothered calling on that day. Once, three years back, he’d had a weekend break in a shitty hair metal tour. He’d grabbed a ticket to Pittsburgh, determined to spend a few days with the Old Man and mend their relationship. Instead, he’d stopped at the airport bar for a beer and realized he couldn’t remember what had broken their relationship in the first place. One beer became two and then had a few scotches poured on top of it. Instead of seeing his dad, he’d spent the weekend holed up in a room at the Hilton with two girls who traded him coke and blowjobs for stories about Ratt and Guns and Roses. He didn’t know either band, so he just told Warrant and Dokken stories with the names changed. Thinking back on it, he at least felt thankful for the death of hair metal. Bands with a single junkie were so much easier to manage than bands that were full of them.

    When he reached the cockpit, he had to wrestle with the door for a few minutes before he could wrench it open. Hinges squealed, and then the door all but fell off as the top hinge popped. Potter gave it a shove, hoping to knock it off completely, but it held. Anger flared within him, and he kicked the fucking thing, determined to send if crashing down, but instead his knee buckled and spilled him to the ground. He pounded on the floor with his fists, fighting to keep from crying out as pain and anger ran wild through his system.

    Carefully, he reached his feet again and shuffled into the cockpit. The stink was pretty bad, with one of the pilots - he wished he knew if it was the pilot or co-pilot - opened up on the cockpit floor. It was a shame the two men had died, but maybe they should have just kept the plane in the air.

    He lifted the collar of his shirt over his nose and got to work looking for the radio. Mechanical equipment surrounded him, and he was pretty sure none of it was a sound or light board. Nothing appeared to be powered up. Potter wondered if there was even power to run the equipment.

    “Fucking planes,” he muttered as he found the mic and followed the cord to the instrument panel. It was too dark to make out any detail, so he fished around for his pocket flashlight and clicked it to life.

    The roar that followed seemed to come from everywhere.

    

***



    

    “Twenty questions? Anybody up for a game? I spy? Anything?” Dani looked down at her family, their faces masks of fear and pain. Instead of looking at her, they eyed the cabin’s ceiling. They needed distractions, but she was getting desperate.

    “Okay, we’ll do twenty questions. Jen, go.”

    “Are you a rescue team?”

    “No.”

    “A monster?”

    “No.”

    “Then I don’t give a shit.”

    The saddest smile she’d ever seen appeared on her husband’s face. “Sorry, honey. Looks like we’re all played out.”

    “Right. Yeah.” She sat down between them, folding her legs beneath her. Her eyes ticking back and forth between the pair, she searched her head for something to do. “I’m sure there’s a guitar nearby. We could write a song.”

    Jen gave her a look that felt like a slap.

    “I’m trying here. Want me to fart in rhythm? I can give it a shot.”

    “Just stop talking, sis. We don’t need a babysitter.”

    Kevin’s hand found hers and squeezed. “It’s okay. Thanks, but I don’t think either of us is in the cheering up mood.”

    “Okay. Sorry.”

    “Don’t apologize.”

    “Too late.” She drummed her fingers on her knees and looked at nothing in particular. There was something hot behind her eyes, and she feared it would push tears down her cheeks. All she wanted to do was help.

    More curious than concerned, she eyed the dark corner where Conner had taken up residence. For five minutes or so, he’d kicked his way through bags, rummaging through one or two. Now, he lay blissed-out and drooling, occasionally running the pads of his fingers down his face. Apparently, he’d found what he was looking for.

    Maybe she could-

    Her body went rigid when she heard that thing cry out again. It sounded so much worse from inside the cabin. The sound was somehow both angry and agonized, and it made her think of mistreated dogs, the kind that are mean because they don’t know any better. Another howling roar filled the crash site, and she grabbed her family’s hands.

    “Can it get in here?” Jen asked.

    “It didn’t before,” Kevin said. “Then again, it didn’t try.”

    “What does it want?”

    “Probably curious,” Dani said. “Or scared. We’re kind of invading its territory.”

    “We kind of crashed. I’m sorry it doesn’t understand that, but I’m not going to feel sorry for it.”

    “Be nice,” Kevin said.

    Another bellow, and this time a racket followed. She heard something pound against metal again and again. It was attacking the plane, not their section but one of the others. Every few seconds, it roared again, and then it made a sound that was almost a barking noise. A part of her wanted to sneak to the window and see if she could get a better look, but instead she scanned the cabin in search of a weapon. If it was trying to enter one of the other sections, it might try to enter theirs.

    “Where are you going?” Kevin asked as she rose to a crouch and made her way to the front of the cabin. She shushed him and kept moving.

    Examining the mess, she ignored the plastic that had cracked and fallen from the cabin’s walls. It wouldn’t do her any good. Instead, she looked at the twists of metal. After a few seconds of searching, that thing’s cries and attacks in her head the entire time, she found a jagged piece of metal that was all but broken off. Only an inch of thin metal held it in place. She brushed the pad of her thumb across it and found it to be pretty damn sharp. Carefully, she took hold of it and began moving it up and down, back and forth. At first, the going was tough as hell, but soon she had it moving easily. Finally, it snapped free of the wreckage with a metallic twang. She opened the nearest bag and tossed aside a pair of boxers before finding a T-shirt, which she wrapped around the narrow end of the scrap. She held that end in one hand and pressed the other to the floor, used her foot to straighten the entire piece, and then she took a few practice swings. It wasn’t bad. The weight felt a little weird, but it was solid enough.

    As she walked back to the hole in the cabin’s side, she flashed her family a quick, nervous grin. They watched her, their expressions all but blank. Too much on their minds, she guessed.

    The racket continued, roars and howls and barks mixing with the sound of some part of the plane being beaten savagely. She hoped that meant whatever was out there didn’t plan to come and pay them a visit, but they’d already thought it left once. For now, she’d stand watch and keep her family safe. If she thought of something better to do, she’d see to it.

    

***



    

    Greg ground his teeth and tried to ignore the burning that had taken the place of his arm. The pain threatened to creep down the limb and consume the rest of him, but he didn’t want to make so much as a peep. The beast was still out there, beating the cockpit to holy hell, and he didn’t plan on getting its attention.

    Shannon’s weight pressed down on him, putting an even greater strain on his trapped arm. As soon as they’d heard the monster, she’d thrown herself on top of him. Maybe she was convinced it had come back for him. If so, she had just leapt to the top of his Brave People I Know list, of which she was most likely the only real resident. Every few moments, she whispered some reassuring word or other into his ear. Sometimes he could listen through the pain and understand it, and sometimes it just sounded like a blast of static in the center of his brain.

    “It’ll be okay,” she said this time.

    He managed a short chuckle, just a few quick blasts of air from his nose. “You used that one already. Rewrite it.”

    He felt her torso hitch against his, and he knew he’d inspired a similar fit. With his free hand, he found her forearm and gave it a pat. In response, her arms tightened around him. The pain in his arm kicked up a notch, but he almost didn’t mind. Her arms felt good around him, and he slid his hand up her arm until he found her triceps and gave them a squeeze. Was he really doing this? For the last however long, his entire world had been full of pain, terror, and sadness, and now he was caressing a reporter just because she had enough courage to try to protect him?

    Outside, the racket was reaching a crescendo of what sounded like pure anger and violence. He knew he should be more concerned about that, but then Shannon’s arms tightened again, and he felt his pulse jump to a new tempo. It galloped in his chest, and the pain in his arm seemed to wither the slightest bit. His thoughts raced, and he wondered if he should really do what his brain was telling him to do. When the hammering outside slowed and then stopped, he decided to take it as a sign.

    Realizing she might climb off him soon, he slid his hand to hers and pulled it from his chest. He pressed it to his lips and kissed it, hoping she wouldn’t jerk away. Instead, she pressed herself to his back and gave him another squeeze. Then, her lips pressed softly against the back of his neck.

    Wow. He smiled so hard his face ached.

    

***



    

    There wasn’t much space beneath the plane’s console - far less space than Potter needed to get safely out of reach - but he’d wedged his aching body in as tight as it would go, and the monster seemed to have forgotten about him. Or it just didn’t care. Either way, he didn’t plan to leave his little hole until he was good and sure the creature was done.

    It had already taken the body of what he guessed was the co-pilot, snapping off the tree branch that had impaled him and ripping him free of his seat, tearing the straps of his harness in the process. The job had been an ugly one. Much like when it stole Curt’s corpse, the thing couldn’t fit all the way inside the cockpit, so it kept stopping to attack the structure, screeching as though the steel was a personal insult. By the time it ripped the co-pilot free of his seat and tossed him outside, Potter’s ears had started ringing something fierce, and his entire body hurt from being tensed beneath the console.

    Now, the beast got to work on the pilot. It had an easier time - apparently the pilot either hadn’t strapped into his harness in time, or the harness had snapped - but the dead man’s torso was stuck to the steering yoke. The shins of Potter’s jeans were already soaked with the man’s blood. He kept trying to inch his legs away from the small mound of intestines beneath the pilot’s seat, but it was a losing battle. No matter how many times he tried to retreat, he felt their soft, slickness against him. The smell charged up his nostrils, thick and almost sweet. He kept a hand over his nose and mouth, but it didn’t help. The scent travelled where it wanted.

    Frozen, every muscle rigid and his breath caught in his throat, Potter watched as the snarling creature dug into the pilot’s shoulders with hands that were slick black talons. It was the thing’s least human-looking feature. Everything else looked like a mutation or perversion. The thick brow ridge and the burning eyes below it. The ruined nose and clacking teeth that looked like crags of rock jutting past its swollen and cracked lips. Tufts of filthy hair or fur covered large areas of its body, but the rest was all muscle and scar and pale flesh. Staring at it, afraid to make the slightest noise, he couldn’t help but wonder from where it had come, how such a terrible thing came into being.

    The thing cried out again, a strange mixture of roar, howl, and bark, as it yanked back on the pilot. Skin tore beneath its claws and ripped against the yoke. More intestines spilled out in a cool slop. Something hitched in Potter’s throat, and he bit into the heel of his hand. Another jerk, and he thought he heard those claws scrape bone. When the monster pulled again, the pilot lifted off the yoke and over the back of his seat, intestines dragging with him. His leg caught between seat and yoke, and for one horrible second Potter considered kicking it loose, anything to get the monster away from him. Instead, another pull jerked the pilot free, and the growling thing dragged the dead man from the cockpit with one black claw.

    Potter released a shuddering breath and held the next. He watched the cockpit’s entrance, hoping the beast didn’t return. In his head, he started counting, his eyes fixed in place and his body still as stone.

    One, two…

    He heard movement outside, shuffling sounds and grunts. A heavy sound might have been the creature slinging a body over its shoulder, preparing to carry it away the same as it had Curt’s corpse.

    … fourteen, fifteen, sixteen…

    Potter heard footsteps, heavy ones moving away from the cockpit. A dragging noise accompanied them, and he wondered which of the two bodies didn’t deserve to be carried. The next question to appear in his head was why hadn’t the monster bothered with anybody who was still alive? Was it maybe a fear response? The thought almost made him laugh. How could that thing be afraid of anything? Maybe it just wanted the easy prey first. He hoped it would be satisfied with the three dead men. Looking at the battered entrance, the steel hammered inward by a monster’s fists, he doubted they could protect themselves if it decided to return.

    Outside, the forest had fallen silent. Potter kept counting. His eyes remained locked on the cockpit entrance, and his muscles clenched hard as concrete. They ached and burned, but he refused to relax. When he finally reached one hundred, he let out a slow breath and willed his body to calm. A wave of fatigue rushed through him, and he felt like an idiot as a yawn pushed out of him.

    As quietly as possible, he freed himself from his hiding place and rose to a crouch. He wasn’t brave or stupid enough to stand. Again, he found the mic and again he followed its cord to the console. When he found something he thought might be the radio, he flipped a few switches, praying for some kind of reaction. Nothing. He tried a few more with identical results. Panic began to rise within him, and he flipped switches at random, moving every little piece he could find. Nothing worked, and he didn’t know why, didn’t even know where to start.

    “Fuck!”

    He dropped to the floor and grabbed his knee, massaging some of the pain out of it. Maybe somebody else knew how to power up a plane and get the radio working, but he sure as hell wasn’t the one to do it.

    Okay, so the radio was out. That meant they had to move onto the next thing. In his mind, he looked at his To-Do List. It was empty, a blank sheet of dusty paper staring back at him. In the darkness, he looked at it and tried to decide what to write first.

    

***



    

    For a while, Greg didn’t realize the light had grown a little brighter. Shannon had been working on his arm for hours, shifting pieces of metal here, wriggling the limb there. A few times, she’d found another hunk of metal to jab into the wall and use as a lever, prying open the wreckage a little so she could keep working. More than once, she did something that sent pain bolting down his arm like crooked lightning. He’d gasp or grunt, but he didn’t cry out. The funny thing was, he didn’t bite back any screams because he wanted to appear tough. Instead, he feared screaming would hurt her feelings in some way. He knew it was ridiculous, but it stuck in his head like a rusted nail, refusing to move.

    Now, the black of night had shifted to a dark gray, and it brightened a little with each passing moment. Could the sun really be rising? The concept felt foreign to him, like nothing normal would ever happen again. The sun would stay down, he’d never have his arm back, and a monster that looked like hell’s idea of a sasquatch would show up every few hours to take somebody else. He’d almost given up on the idea of normalcy, and now that the light was returning, he felt he’d taken his first baby step toward his real life.

    “How are we doing?” he asked Shannon.

    She wiped her forehead with the back of one arm. Dirt, grease, and sweat covered her, and she’d pulled back her hair and secured it with a single knot. Her shirt clung to her shoulders and belly. Greg couldn’t stop looking. There hadn’t been another kiss, but he sensed one coming. It fluttered in his gut, just waiting to get free.

    “Holy shit, I think we’re almost there.”

    “You’re kidding me.”

    “How does it feel?”

    “I’m a little scared to check.”

    She shot him a grin. “Well, how about you stop being a pussy and give me a wriggle?”

    “Is that a euphemism?”

    “Just try it.”

    He sucked in a deep breath and held it, clamped his eyes shut and set his teeth in preparation. He expected gut-wrenching pain, but Shannon was right. He might as well give it a try. Carefully, he tried moving his arm. His eyes snapped open as he moved it without pain. Where before the slightest movement left him in agony, now he could shift the arm a few inches to either side with no problem at all. A single piece of metal rubbed at the side of his wrist, and he thought that might be the last thing holding him. Again, he tried wriggling his fingers. He couldn’t be sure, but he thought all of them moved.

    “I’ll be damned,” he said.

    “I’m a miracle worker.”

    “Yeah. Maybe I should write an article about you.”

    “You’re not free yet, buster.”

    “Buster?”

    “Shut up?”

    “Don’t you mean ‘Shut up, Buster?’ ”

    She gave him a chuckle and followed it with a soft kick to his ass. It jostled him, and he hissed as something scraped against his arm. “Okay. That one hurt a little.”

    “Shit. Sorry.”

    “I’ll survive. Wow. I really think I will.”

    She peered into the hole that held him. “I’m a font of optimism.”

    “I think there’s just one piece left.”

    “Looks like. Let me see if I can get something in there to move it.” She stooped and picked up a piece of metal that looked more than a little sharp.

    “Careful. Don’t get me this close just to run through my damn hand.”

    “Try to have a little faith, okay?”

    “Sure.” He still grit his teeth and looked away as she slipped the metal piece alongside his arm. Concentrating on his breathing and keeping still, he hoped the chill of the metal against his arm wouldn’t turn into pain.

    “Can you move your arm a little to the left?” she asked.

    “Very little.” He did as she asked, but he didn’t think it gave her more than an additional centimeter of space. If it got him farther away from her improvised tool, however, he was grateful for it.

    “Hold still,” she commanded, and he didn’t have the heart to tell her he’d been obeying since she started. He felt the metal move back and forth a little, heard a prolonged groan from Shannon, and then she withdrew the piece of metal.

    “Try it.”

    Eyes closed, he unclenched his fist and tried to slide his hand free. With each fraction of movement, he waited for the feeling of steel snagging his skin. It never came though, and a few seconds later he was looking at his hand.

    “It’s so pretty!” he said. He waggled each finger. Then, he curled his hand into a fist and released it. The pinky didn’t want to close all the way, but the rest of them worked perfectly. Before he did anything else, he sprang to his feet and threw his arms around Shannon. “Thank you so-”

    A headrush hit him hard, and his balance went goofy. His legs gave up in the next second, and he hit the cabin floor hard. Shannon fell with him, and her weight knocked the air from his lungs. For a second, all he could do was hitch air and try to make it stay put, but then he broke into a round of giggles, and he felt Shannon do the same against his neck. It felt good to laugh, like maybe they weren’t neck-deep in awful.

    Greg reigned in his laughter and put his hand to the side of Shannon’s face. For a second, he could only look at her. A smile filled his face, and she smiled right back. Then, he pulled her in, and their lips met. Everything surged, the world growing hot and light and crackling with an energy he hoped wasn’t his imagination. He released her, and she pulled away only to dive in for seconds.

    They kissed until they heard Potter’s voice.

    


SIX



    

    The constant ache in Potter’s brain had eased some, but his knee kept throbbing with each step. At least it was starting to get light out. That would probably cut his various trips and stumbles in half. It was the little mercies that were the kindest. The crash site looked a little more disturbing in the dull gray before sunrise. With three sections of the same plane strewn through the pines, he wondered how any of them had survived. Everywhere he looked, he saw scrap metal and scorched trees. It all looked brutal.

    Behind him, Greg and the reporter followed. She was helping him tie T-shirt scraps around the wound in his arm. When he’d found them, they were pretty deep in a make out session. He didn’t know if that made them an item or lonely or just powerfully stupid, but he supposed it wasn’t his place to judge. Keeping folks alive and getting them rescued appeared to be his job, and he thought he had a plan to accomplish both. And yeah, maybe it was a plan so simple it was shitty, but it was the best he’d come up with while sitting in a ruined cockpit, smelling discarded intestines.

    As they approached what he’d started thinking of as the plane’s tail section, Dani stuck her head out of the ragged wound they’d been using for an entrance. “Shucky darn. You guys got Greg free?”

    “Nope,” Greg said. “I’m the next part of your nightmare.”

    “And that just proves you’re Greg.” She stepped out of the wreckage and smiled. Greg wrapped his arms around her and squeezed, grunting with the effort.

    “Potter told me about Jen and Kev. I’m sorry as hell.”

    Her smile crumbled. She nodded, sniffling a few times. For a moment, she stood there and breathed deep, ragged breaths, the kind Potter had seen from people trying not to cry. Then, she wiped her eyes, and the smile returned. “Please tell me the radio’s working.”

    “No dice,” he said. “I tried a little and then tried some more, but I don’t even know how to get a dismembered cockpit to power up. I don’t even know if it can. Any of you miracle workers?”

    They shook their head. Greg said, “Well, it was a nice little fantasy.”

    “So what now?” Shannon asked. “We’ve been here what? Six hours, maybe? That thing hasn’t shown up in a few, but I don’t think it’s gonna stay away.”

    “It took the pilots,” Potter said. “Let’s hope they keep it busy for a while.”

    “Jesus…”

    “In the meantime, we’ve gotta take some action.”

    “Like what?” Dani asked.

    “First, I want to see if we can find Conner’s sinkhole.”

    

***



    

    Kevin twisted around on the floor, trying to get a good look at Conner. He couldn’t see the guitarist’s face, but the rest of him looked downright catatonic. Better than nothing. He could always whisper, and if the guy heard him, who would believe a junkie?

    “Hey,” he said as he turned to Jen. “How are you holding up?”

    “My hips, ass, and naughty bits feel like they’re on fire. You?”

    “Mine don’t feel like anything.” Somehow, he managed a weak smile at his joke. Jen didn’t return it. He reached out and took her hand, but she snatched it away.

    “Don’t. Don’t even.”

    “They’re outside, talking.”

    “So?”

    “So we have a minute of privacy. I wanted to make sure you’re okay.”

    She fixed him with a hard gaze. “My pelvis is broken, Kevin. What about that sounds okay?”

    “I know. I didn’t really mean-”

    “I know.”

    “And?”

    “And I’m done. We’re done.”

    For some reason, he’d expected that. Accepting it was the last thing on his mind, though. He reached out and laid a hand on her belly, worked his fingertips under the hem of her T-shirt. “I think you’re jumping to a conclusion.”

    “Then you’re an idiot.”

    “Why’s that?”

    “Kevin, my pelvis is crushed. You’re paralyzed. Right now, we don’t know if either of us is going to be able to fuck again, let alone fuck each other.”

    “You never know.”

    “Doesn’t matter. Maybe you should have sex with your wife. Y’know, my sister? I think you’ve met.”

    “I love you, though.”

    “Are we being punished?” She didn’t look at him when she asked, just stared at the cabin’s ceiling.

    “I… no. No, that’s craziness. Karma isn’t going to bring down an entire plane.”

    “Just crush my pelvis and paralyze you from the dick down.”

    “Look, Jen. I’m sorry. I mean that. If you want to stop, we’ll stop. Don’t go hating yourself, though. At least not now. We’ll both have plenty of time to consider ourselves scum once we’re out of the damn woods.”

    He waited for an answer, but none came. When he saw a tear spill from his lover’s eye, he thought it said enough.

    A groan rose out of the far corner. Kevin turned in time to see Conner roll over and rise to his hands and knees, then go rigid and lurch before heaving. He grimaced and looked away, wondering if maybe the junkie had heard them. Probably not, but who could be sure?

    

***



    

    “Damn. I guess this is it.”

    Dani stood between Potter and Greg, staring down into the sinkhole and trying to keep her legs beneath her. The smell was pretty bad, a musky, thick scent like a butcher shop gone bad, but the sight was enough to make every joint go weak. The hole didn’t look so much like a natural depression in the forest floor as a killing ground for something awful. Blood stained the soil in the lower half of the hole, and the scraps started just below that dark line. Most of the remains were animals. She could tell by the size of the bones and the scraps of fur that still clung to some of them. She couldn’t mistake the shredded blue jeans, though. Or the hand.

    Peering over her shoulder, she judged the distance between the hole and their plane to be maybe a hundred yards. Certainly, it was no more than that. No wonder the beast had found them so quickly.

    “I don’t get it,” Greg said.

    “What’s not to get?” the reporter asked. What was her name again?

    “Okay. Maybe those jeans belong to Curt. I don’t think they do, but maybe.” He turned to Potter. “You said it took the pilots though, right?”

    “Yeah.”

    “There aren’t any uniforms down there.”

    Dani searched the pile of remains with her eyes and agreed. “Maybe it doesn’t kill here,” she said. “Maybe this is - I don’t know - a dump or something.”

    Potter shook his head. “The pilots were already dead, though. Same with Curtis.”

    “Doesn’t mean it’s done with them.”

    Everybody fell silent for a long moment, looking at their feet, the ground, the sky. Anything but each other.

    “I want to try and recover Curt’s body,” Greg said.

    Potter choked a little. “What?”

    “He’s my best friend. I’ve known him since we were in the fourth grade. The last thing I want is for him to become a meal for whatever that thing is.”

    “That thing’s had him for what? Six hours or more? Look, I hate it, but I don’t like our chances of getting him back in one piece.”

    “I don’t-”

    Dani planted a hard fist in his upper arm. “You say some macho bullshit like ‘I don’t care,’ and they’ll have to dig you out of that hole. We’ve got a lot more to worry about, like those of us who are alive getting the hell out of here.”

    Greg frowned as he peered into the sinkhole, but he didn’t say anything.

    “What’s this?”

    Dani turned to find the reporter stepping toward one of the nearest trees. “What now?”

    “Look.”

    The group followed her. Dani peered over her shoulder. A symbol had been carved into the bark of the tree, a strange shape she didn’t recognize. They reminded her of secret codes, symbols substituted for letters, but she couldn’t be sure. The longer she stared at it, the less sense it made.

    “Ah, shit,” Potter grumbled. “Any ideas?”

    “No. Never seen anything like it.” She stepped past the reporter, her eyes locked on the spiraling shape cut deep into its trunk. The symbol pulled at her, and she felt a strange vibration in her skull. Before she realized what was happening, her hand snaked forward, fingers splayed. She wanted to touch it, run her fingers along its curves, but then Greg’s voice knocked her back to her senses.

    “They’re everywhere.”

    She turned to find Greg staring at the other trees. Following his gaze, she realized he was right. All the pines closest to the sinkhole sported some kind of symbol. Each appeared stranger than the last, slipping from foreign to downright alien.

    Potter started shaking his head back and forth. “This is officially too damn weird. That thing is bad enough, but this is a brand new level of crazy.”

    “Suggestion?” Greg asked.

    “I’m going for help,” Dani said. The words were out of her mouth before she could even think of reconsidering. In truth, she knew they’d been there a while, just waiting to get out.

    Shock appeared on Greg’s face. “No way in hell.”

    “What? Somebody has to. No radio, remember? Besides, I’m one of the few who isn’t hurt too bad.”

    “Dani, you’re a crispy critter.”

    “There’s nothing I can do here!” The anger in her voice shocked her. It kept spilling out though, and she didn’t think she could stop it even if she wanted. “The only things that matter right now are surviving and getting rescued, and I can help with one a lot more than I can help with the other.”

    “It could be miles,” Potter said.

    “I spend two hours a night running back and forth across a stage. I can walk a few miles.”

    “I’ll go, too.”

    Dani jumped as Conner’s voice appeared behind her. She hadn’t heard so much as a footstep. The look on the guitarist’s face was recognizable, though. Almost every morning, he wore the same expression, that I’m-coming-off-dope look that made her want to toss his ass right off the bus.

    “That’s not a good idea.”

    “Why not?”

    “Conner, just look at yourself.”

    “I’m fine. Had a victory puke and everything.”

    “He should go with you,” Potter said.

    “What? No way!” She stepped close to Potter and lowered her voice. “I don’t need the junkie on my tail.”

    He took hold of her shoulders and gave them a gentle squeeze. “You need somebody, though. I’d send Greg or Shannon, but somebody has to protect Jen and Kevin in case that thing comes back, and I’ve got a bum knee and fun dizzy spells.”

    “He’ll slow me down.”

    “So keep him moving.”

    “Conner’s not a dog on a leash, Potter.”

    He grinned. “He’s not much different, though.”

    For a long moment, she stood in front of Potter, her face twisted into a hard scowl, as she tried to think of some rebuttal. The best she could do was nothing more than a few well-timed curses, so she heaved her shoulders upward in a shrug and said, “Fine. He falls behind though, and he falls behind. I’m not stopping to rest. What about you guys?”

    “We’re on defense,” he said. “That thing did some serious damage to the cockpit. I want to shore up the section where your family is and make sure we can keep it out.”

    “Don’t let them get hurt, Potter. I mean it.”

    “We’ll do everything we can.”

    “You better.” She turned away from the big man and looked for Conner. The guitarist stood at the sinkhole’s edge, staring at the carnage at the bottom while picking at the dried blood that covered his shirt. His expression was somewhere between a stupor and a trance. She could tell this was going to be a real pain in the ass.

    “Conner!”

    He looked up, surprise just barely peeking through his dwindling high.

    “Grab some water bottles for the trip, a weapon if you can find one. We’re gone in five minutes.”

    “Okay.” The word was barely more than a mumble, but he turned away from the hole and shuffled toward the crash site. At least he could follow simple directions.

    “You’re going to be careful, right?” Greg asked.

    “Yeah.”

    He gave her a sad smile. “Good. We already need a new drummer. Don’t make us audition a singer, too.”

    “And Conner?”

    The smile became a wicked grin as he shrugged. A chuckle followed, and Dani shook her head before a round of giggles could claim her. Waving a dismissive hand at the bassist, she started toward the wreckage. She needed water and a minute with her family.

    

***



    

    “Do you think she’ll make it?” Shannon asked. Doubt filled her expression. Or maybe it was worry.

    Greg wrapped his arms around her and gave her a quick squeeze. “If anybody can, it’s Dani. She’s the one who has her shit together.”

    “Your lead singer?”

    “Yep. Don’t worry. It doesn’t make sense to me, either.”

    Potter limped over, his face creasing with pain each time he took a step. When he came to a stop, he just stood there and breathed hard for several minutes, one hand rubbing his knee.

    “You okay?”

    “That’s relative. I’m gonna need you two back at the plane.”

    “We figured. What’s your idea?”

    “Still working on it. Right now, it’s just a flashing word in my brain that says ‘Defense.’ ”

    “Not a terrible place to start.”

    “There are some metal pieces in the section where Greg was trapped that would probably make good weapons,” Shannon said.

    “That’s great. You two want to grab those and meet me in the back?”

    “Sure.”

    “I’ll catch up,” Greg said. “I don’t think I’m done here, yet.”

    Shannon looked worried. “You okay?”

    “Fine. I just… I’m not sure. I think I just want a minute alone right now.”

    “Okay.” She gave him a hug and a quick kiss on the cheek. Then, she slipped a shoulder under Potter’s arm. “C’mon, big guy. Let’s get you back.”

    “Thanks.”

    Greg watched the pair walk for a few seconds, Potter leaning on Shannon and Shannon doing her best to support the bear of a man. It was a clumsy sight, but he wasn’t amused. Instead, he could only think about his best friend. He looked into the sinkhole again, staring at the discarded pieces of flesh and tatters of clothes, and he ached to know if any of them belonged to Curt. A portion of his mind told him it didn’t matter. His friend was dead, and he needed to worry about his own survival. Not knowing worried at him, though. It gnawed at his mind like a rat, working toward the center and leaving nothing but scraps in its wake.

    Growling in frustration, he turned from the sinkhole to examine the nearest tree. There was so much that didn’t make sense, and the symbols carved into the surrounding pines were just another little piece. Examining the twisting character, he wondered if it was just some strange sort of graffiti or an actual language. Considering all the weird shit that had happened since the crash, he figured it had to be writing of some kind. He almost chuckled as he realized the only thing it reminded him of was Elvish. For years, he’d seen the invented language on Tolkein calendars. Curt had given him a new one every year for Christmas.

    “Elves aren’t what we thought, buddy.” He stepped closer to the tree, as though a few inches would cause everything to make sense. The longer he stared at the spiraling symbol, the more he felt it pull at him. It didn’t make sense, but the lines of the symbol kept getting darker. Deeper. Greg thought he saw something moving deep inside the symbol, a twisting shadow. It couldn’t be real. Still, he found himself reaching for it, his fingers wide and stretching. His breath felt heavy and forced, and he had the strangest sensation of weight, like every part of him was rushing toward his fingers, aching to touch the strange shape carved into the trunk of an old pine.

    He brushed its edges with his fingertips, and a charge ran through him. His breath caught in his throat and then escaped as a weak moan. Something flared inside the writhing shadows, and he pressed the palm of his hand to the symbol.

    His teeth clacked shut, biting the inside of his mouth as his eyes opened wide. He saw everything.

    


SEVEN



    

    Jen held her sister’s hand tight, giving her all the strength she could and trying to ride out the pain that burned in her hips and ass like a three-alarm blaze. Every second, she wanted to grind her teeth, hiss, or shriek, but she fought to keep her face calm. She didn’t want Dani worrying, even though she knew her sister well enough to realize that just wasn’t a possibility. The woman was a mother hen through and through, so if she thought marching through the woods looking for help was the best idea, it probably was.

    “Come back if you walk too far and don’t find anything. Don’t get lost on us, okay?”

    “No problem. You two take care of each other.”

    “We will,” Kevin said. The words sent a nice charge of guilt through Jen’s system. She fought the urge to squeeze Dani’s hand a little harder. Even if she really meant to stop fucking Kevin this time - not that the last few times she’d promised herself had worked - she didn’t need to go dropping any clues. Looking at her sister’s face, knowing this woman was going to go walking through a forest with a goddamn monster in it just to try to save them all, she couldn’t help but feel she was the most awful person on the face of the planet.

    “I’m serious, sis. Be safe.”

    “I will be.”

    “Promise me.”

    “I promise, okay? Now, I need to get moving.”

    “Okay. Love you.”

    “You, too.”

    Kevin lifted his arms. “C’mere.”

    Dani leaned into him. They kissed, and his arms closed around her back. Jen turned away, listening to their kiss. Before she could stop it, she felt a knife of jealousy in her chest, tearing through tissue and anger and resolve. How had she let herself get in this fucked up situation? If she survived this nightmare, she’d grab a therapist as soon as they reached civilization. The pelvis could wait. She needed to know why she was crazy about her brother-in-law.

    She heard the kiss end, then another little peck, and she turned her head to watch as Dani stood. Her sister had constructed a little papoose out of clothes, and there were a few bottles of water in it. Dani stooped to retrieve her makeshift machete, and then she gave an almost absurdly cheerful wave.

    “Later, dudes.”

    Jen giggled and waved. She watched as Dani left the cabin. In her head, she said a little prayer. Then, she covered her face with both hands and decided to hate herself for a while.

    

***



    

    A strange mixture of excitement and dread filled Dani. She wanted to get moving, and a part of her just knew she’d find help and get everybody rescued, but another portion of her brain reminded her of the monster and the sinkhole filled with blood and scraps. Toss in the strange symbols carved into the trees, and the woods became a pretty terrifying place. Still, somebody had to go after rescue, so it might as well be her. She’d wanted a way to help, and this was the ticket.

    “You ready?”

    Conner stood in the middle of the wreckage doing a lot of nothing. When he turned to look at her, his jaw was halfway to his chest, his eyes even closer to being completely shut. Yeah, he was going to be fun to keep moving.

    “Sure. Which way?”

    “Did you grab any water?”

    “Huh?”

    “Jesus Christ. There’s bottles all over the place, Conner. Grab a couple, and let’s go.”

    “Oh, yeah. Gotcha.” He shuffled forward a few steps and almost fell when he bent to retrieve one of the airline bottles. By the time he stuffed a second in the pocket of his cargo shorts, he looked to be moving a little better. She hoped the improvement would be continual. “Which way?”

    She looked for the sun and pointed in that direction. “East works for me.” The first step came easily, and she found herself walking past the ruined tail within a few seconds. She listened to the snap of twigs and the shuffle of pine needles beneath her feet as she walked. A bird called somewhere in the distance, its voice trilling through the trees. Sunlight sliced through pine boughs to dapple the ground, and for a moment Dani enjoyed the peace. If she tried hard enough, she could maybe forget all the terrible things the forest held.

    Conner’s annoyed breathing brought her out of her thoughts. He stomped beside her, running fingers through his greasy hair. “How far are we going?”

    “Until we find help.”

    “Okay, right. I mean, like, what’s help?”

    “Seriously?”

    He shrugged. His expression hadn’t changed since she first saw him.

    “It’s people, Conner. Somebody with a phone or anything. It’s a way we can tell somebody what happened and where we are.”

    “Sure, but people already know we’re missing, right? We didn’t land, so they probably don’t think we decided to go on vacation or whatever.”

    She fixed him with a stare. His mouth ticked upward in a stupid smile and then dropped.

    “We can tell them where we are.”

    “Where are we? Do we just point and go ‘That way?’ ”

    Dani felt her fingers tighten around the hunk of metal in her hand. Dammit, he was right. It didn’t change anything, because doing something was still a lot better than doing nothing, but it cast a depressing amount of reality on her amazing plan. A wave of hot frustration and embarrassment rolled over her, and then it dissipated. She’d keep walking. Nothing else to it.

    “We’ll figure it out when we get there.”

    “You’re the boss.”

    More or less, she thought, and kept her feet moving.

    

***



    

    Shannon sat cross-legged on the ground. She held a long shaft of steel in her lap, and she wrapped a pair of boxer shorts around its midpoint, using scraps of a T-shirt to hold it in place. Potter moved around her, rummaging through this and that as he searched for other items that might be useful. As she glanced at him, he checked his watch and frowned.

    “Got somewhere to be? Y’know, besides anywhere but here?”

    A look of sadness and frustration filled his expression for a second, and then he shook it off. “You could say that. Supposed to be in Pennsylvania by now.”

    “Yeah?”

    He nodded. “Dad’s in the hospital.”

    “Shit. I’m sorry.”

    “Thanks, not that there’s a damn thing to do about it now.”

    “You guys close?”

    The road manager froze, staring at nothing in particular. Or maybe he was watching some memory. When he snapped out of it, he gave her a little shrug. She figured it was probably the best answer she’d receive.

    “Sorry,” she said.

    “It’s just… well, he’s in a coma. Maybe it’s not a real coma or whatever, but he’s on a respirator, and that’s the only thing keeping him going right now. I was going to be there before they decided to pull the plug or not.” He checked his watch again. “A little over thirty-five hours, I guess.”

    “You can still make it.”

    “No, I can’t. If we get rescued ten minutes from now, they’ll probably hold all of us twenty-four hours or so for observation. Then, there’ll be press conferences and interviews, and I’ll have to make sure the rest of the tour gets canceled or rescheduled. There’s shit to do, and Potter’s the guy who gets it done.”

    She listened to the mixture of sadness, anger, and resolve in his voice, and she didn’t know whether to hug him or slap him. “I get it,” she said. “I’ve missed weddings and births and hospital stays because I was covering some band or other. You do all this crap that makes you look like an asshole, but that’s just because people don’t remember what a professional is.”

    A corner of his mouth ticked upward. “Kindred spirit.”

    “I guess. Still, you have to take a deep breath and just be a person now and then.”

    “Like making out with a bassist?”

    A chuckle ran through her as she stood. She hefted the makeshift spear. Its weight felt good and even, and the metal appeared sturdy. She tried to imagine plunging it into that monster’s chest. If the time came, she thought she could do it. The spear would probably hold up, too.

    “Yeah, okay. So me and Greg… did he come back yet?”

    Potter looked around, his eyes narrowed. “I haven’t seen him. It hasn’t been that long, though.”

    “Fifteen minutes or so. At least.”

    “Shannon, he lost his best friend. He might be looking at pieces of his best friend right now; we don’t know, and neither does he. I say just give him the time. As long as we don’t hear that thing coming, we shouldn’t worry too much.”

    She looked at the spear in her hand and then looked at the pieces of metal beside her, the ones she’d scavenged to make into other weapons. “No, not too much.”

    “Point taken. How about stay vigilant, yet chill?”

    “Sure. Whatever.”

    “I’m going to gather food and water, see if our charges need a bite. You want food?”

    Shannon hadn’t considered it before. With everything going on, her mind had been as far away from her belly as possible. Now, however, it clenched and growled, telling her to give it something fast.

    “Good god, yes.”

    “I’ll see what I can do.” Potter limped away, slowly stooping on his good leg to grab the first water bottle he found. The movement looked clumsy to the point of precarious, but he reached his full height again without crashing.

    Shannon took her eyes off the man and trained them toward the trees. No sound filtered out of the forest, and she wondered what Greg was thinking, if he really wanted to be alone or if he wanted someone to hold him. She felt silly for the thoughts. Freeing somebody from a plane crash and surviving an attack didn’t make people soul mates or anything. It just made them two people with a connection that probably wouldn’t last a month or more in the real world. Her concern was real, though. She knew that. If nothing else, she had that and memories of an amazing kiss.

    Rolling her eyes at herself, she sat and folded her legs beneath her, then took hold of the next piece of metal and got to work.

    

***



    

    “It wants out. Jesus Christ, it wants out.”

    Greg stumbled through the pines, unaware which direction he was travelling but desperate to move. His legs twisted and spilled him to the dirt, and he crawled forward until he could get his legs beneath him and start walking again. With both hands, he covered his face. There was something leaking from his eyes, running from his nose. His mouth hung open, and a moan breezed from his throat before he spoke again.

    “Hole in the world. Fucking hole. All jump…”

    His shoulder slammed into a pine he hadn’t seen, and the impact sent him whirling away. Somehow, he stayed on his feet, and he kept his tripping gait through the forest.

    The second he’d touched the symbol, starbursts had erupted in his head. Darkness fell behind them, and there was a feeling of incredibly fast movement as something dragged his mind kicking and screaming to a place he’d never seen.

    He saw a cave, a long passage of stone that went down, down, down. Words and shapes had been carved into the rock, white scratches in black stone. He saw words in English scattered through the symbols.

    

    A HOLE IN THE WORLD WE’LL ALL JUMP IN

    A DARKNESS BELOW IT WILL RISE

    I SEE FOREVER ANGER HATE

    LOVE

    HANDS EVERYWHERE

    

    In the distant blackness, he heard a noise, a vibrating rumble. It shook his brain within his skull and pulled him forward. Something growled behind him, and he knew it was something tall and covered with fur and scars, with burning eyes. It didn’t attack, but he knew it wouldn’t let him leave. The only direction was down. Into the darkness. Toward the hole in the world.

    In the forest, his feet tangled, and he crashed to the ground again. Pine needles scratched his face, and dirt puffed into his eyes. With frantic hands, he wiped them clear. He started climbing to his feet again, but he saw something on his hands that froze him. Black liquid smeared his fingers. As he watched, a rivulet rolled past his knuckles and down the back of his right hand. Something hitched hard in his throat, maybe a scream that didn’t want to come.

    “It wants out.”

    He didn’t know what it was, but he could sense it. Fear coiled in his chest, ready to strike, but so did a strange curiosity. In some ways, it was almost a longing.

    “We’ll all jump in.”

    In the cave, he moved faster and faster as the vibrations pulled him, the monster at his back shaking his heart with every breath. Soon, he found himself in a full sprint, what little light there was strobing with every racing step. A scream that was little more than a breath kept pace with him. Somehow, he could still read the carvings in the walls as he rushed past.

    

    JUMP IN AND COLLAPSE

    IT SAYS MY NAME WHEN I SLEEP A VOICE LIKE FOREVER

    THERE’S A HOLE IN THE WORLD AND I MADE IT

    DIG AND DIG AND DIG AND DIG

    WE LIVE IN THE MUD AND THE MUD TELLS US THINGS THE PIT IS FOREVER AND EVER

    PAIN

    FUCK

    I FORGOT ME

    

    None of it made sense, and yet it all felt like some truth he’d always suspected. He didn’t know where the thought came from, but it whirled through his mind until nothing else remained.

    The vibration became a roar. Around him, the cave walls blurred. The floor shook beneath him, and he had to fight for balance. Still, he ran, gaining speed as he drove deeper. His breath disappeared, but he didn’t need it. A pale light filled the end of the tunnel. A mad grin burning on his face, he raced for it, arms outstretched and fingers clutching at something he couldn’t see, could barely sense.

    More words.

    

    ANCIENT

    POWER

    BLOOD

    DESPISE

    GOD

    SHIT

    SACRILEGE

    LOVE

    DESPAIR

    DARKNESS

    FOREVER

    HUNGER

    

    He closed his eyes to block out the words, but it didn’t help. He tried not to think about them, but he could feel them wriggling around in his head, burrowing deeper and deeper. The darkness continued to press at him. Things flashed inside it, and he hoped they were his imagination. Maybe they weren’t in the darkness but deep in his brain. He saw dirty, cracked hands jab at the walls with rocks and broken bones. Fingernails scraped at glistening rock and then broke off altogether, leaving bleeding fingertips hooked into shapes like the black claws of that hideous thing. Shaking his head, he kept running. Cold air kissed his neck, wrapped around him like pale, boney arms.

    When he saw the walls again, different words had sprouted on them. They didn’t make sense, not so much as a single lick. He refused to stop and inspect them, but they looked like random strings of letters. They hadn’t been carved, either. Instead, these letters appeared to be painted on in shades of rust and paler brown and a gray that was almost a glowing white. More images flashed, and he saw fingertips smeared with blood and other filth working at the wall. He saw black, crumbling teeth gnaw through the second knuckle of a finger before cracked lips spit out the digit. Then the bleeding stump moved along the wall, writing something horrible and strange.

    He ran faster, desperate to escape. Only escape was behind him. There was nothing ahead of him but the light. So he charged toward it, terrified and hopeful.

    The tunnel ended.

    The ground disappeared from beneath him.

    Hitching breath into his lungs, he scrabbled at the forest floor with dirty fingers, clawing at the dirt like he might find treasure. Like he might find safety. When he stopped fighting for breath, he whimpered and collapsed onto his side, curling in pain. It felt like things were twisting inside him, writhing and grabbing. Tearing. Something hot and wet ran down his face. He saw the tall pines through sluicing currents of gray and black. The trees twisted in his vision, and he clamped his eyes shut, reaching out with both hands for anything that might make the world normal again.

    “Please…” His voice gurgled, and he coughed. Something hot splattered his chin. Wiping it away, he promised he wouldn’t look. If he looked, he’d see that black liquid again, so thick it was almost sludge. He couldn’t. Wouldn’t. If he didn’t look, he might pretend nothing was wrong.

    Instead, he felt the dirt and needles shift beneath his fingers. For a second, he thought he was doing it, tilling the soil just to be moving. Against his better judgment, he opened his eyes to watch his fingers work, only to find them still, the ground beneath them collapsing.

    He whimpered again. It rises…

    A gray hand reached out of the ground and took hold of his.

    


EIGHT



    

    With each step, Dani felt desperation take hold. It wrapped around her with cold, throbbing fingers and squeezed, goosing every last nerve. Every time she climbed a hill only to find more forest on the other side, it tightened down a little more. When she heard something she thought had to be a sound of civilization, only to realize it had been her imagination or the forest playing some cruel trick on her, the grip ratcheted down until it threatened to steal her breath.

    By her estimation, they’d been tromping for almost an hour, maybe a little longer. She knew she could walk a mile in fifteen minutes, so she guessed they’d probably made three, after taking the terrain into account. Three miles, and nothing but more pine trees. Just thinking about it caused that cold hand of desperation to give her another squeeze, and this time it almost pushed an aggravated shriek out of her.

    She wanted to run. Already, a sheen of sweat coated her, and her legs had started aching. The burned skin of her torso stung as it cracked with each step, but she still wanted to break into a sprint, to crash through the forest until she found anything that might mean rescue. A look over her shoulder told her that wasn’t going to happen, though. If she was starting to feel fatigued, then Conner was a few minutes from death. He stumbled along twenty yards back, looking like he might collapse with his next step. Sweat drenched him, and his T-shirt appeared to have grown two sizes and decided to cling to his body like it was attacking him. His eyes were lidded, and his face drew downward in an expression of both exhaustion and pain. If she didn’t want to grab him by the hair and drag him along, she’d feel terrible for him.

    Dani reached the bottom of another hill and started up. It felt steeper than the others, and she leaned forward to dig in with her hands as she made her way up. She heard a sound that was part sigh and part moan, and she knew Conner had reached the bottom of the hill, too. Taking a deep breath, she looked back and called to him. “C’mon!”

    He stood there for a long moment, hands on his hips, trying to keep his legs beneath him. It was a pathetic sight. She reached the hill’s crest before he waved a hand and said, “I’m gonna… rest a sec. About to pass out.”

    “Make it up the hill first.”

    “I can’t.”

    “C’mon, Conner. You can. Just dig in and get up here. Then, we’ll chill a minute. I promise.

    His breath wheezed out of him as he nodded. Slowly, he started up the hill. Three steps into the climb, he collapsed forward and started crawling. Dani watched as he made his way up the slope. With every inch of ground, the junkie looked like he was fighting for his life. By the time he made it halfway up the hill, she wanted to get moving again. The sun was working its way across the sky, and now it was almost directly overhead. It felt wrong; the sun hadn’t been up long enough to have travelled so far. Still, the sight spurred her. Spending another night in this damn place was the last thing she wanted for any of them, but it looked like her options were walk Conner until he died or abandon him. There had to be something else. She looked to the sun again, and an idea appeared. Bouncing on the balls of her feet, she eyed the surrounding trees and started planning a route. Yeah, she could do it.

    Conner reached the hill’s top and collapsed facedown in the pine needles. His back rose and fell, and his limbs splayed.

    “Take a minute,” she told him. “I’m heading up to see if I can spot anything.”

    Slowly, his head lifted from the ground. His eyes remained closed as he asked her, “Up?”

    “Yeah. Climbing a tree.”

    “Whatever.” His head dropped again, and she guessed he wasn’t getting up for a while.

    Breathing deep, she flexed her legs. She visualized her fingers closing around the branch above her, and she hoped that would be enough motivation for her to make the jump. Gasping with effort, she leapt straight up, reaching. Her fingertips hooked the branch, and her body swung forward, but her grip disappeared, and there was a terrible moment of weightlessness before she crashed back to the ground.

    Scrambling to a crouch, she eyed Conner. He hadn’t reacted at all. Probably sleeping already.

    She spent another moment inspecting her target, getting a better idea of the angles and height as she allowed her legs a moment of rest. The limbs burned, every single muscle stitched with pain. If she didn’t jump soon, she’d never get off the ground.

    “Okay, here we go.” A deep bend, and she leapt as high as her legs would allow. She reached, her eyes following her hands, and then her fingers closed around the branch. Again, her body swung forward, but this time she held on. Her hands were like claws, biting into the wood. An instant later, she hauled herself up. Her arms, shoulders, and ribs felt like they were on fire, like flames swept beneath her skin, destroying everything in their path. She hissed through bared teeth, clamping her eyes shut against the sweat that rolled down her face, and soon she found herself straddling the limb, her back pressed against the tree, air rushing in and out of her aching chest.

    “I rule the world,” she whispered between gasping breaths. “Don’t you just love it?” Leaning her head back against the bark, she chuckled. The small laughter hurt. It didn’t matter though, because she’d made it off the ground.

    “Look at me, Conner! I rule the entire world!” The guitarist didn’t respond, save a sluggish wiggle of his fingers. Dani threw back her head and laughed. Damn it, she had accomplished something. If nothing else, she could always say she’d made a flying leap and landed in a tree. Spider-Man could kiss her ass.

    Once her breath finally returned and the burning in her body settled to a dull ache, she examined the tree. Experience with the pines near her childhood home had taught her the evergreens could usually be climbed like a spiral staircase if you took your time and figured out your route ahead of time. The problem lay in the fact that she’d been a good foot shorter the last time she’d climbed a tree. Spaces that were wide open for a kid could prove to be claustrophobic nightmares for an adult. This pine - she really wished she knew what kind it was - looked to be a little more spacious, though.

    “Here goes nothing.” Taking a deep breath, she gripped the branch beneath her and leaned forward, drawing up her legs. A few moments of strength and balance, each threatening to give out once or twice, and she made it to her feet, hugging the tree’s trunk. At her full height, the ground appeared impossibly far below her. She tried not to look down, but only a fool would expect that to work. Conner’s body looked a world away, and the sight of it among the pine needles spun the landscape. She clamped her eyes shut and pushed her face against the pine’s bark, breathing heavy and ragged.

    “Okay,” she whispered against the tree. “Now, here goes nothing.”

    The first branch jutted out to her right, maybe three feet up and two feet over. She took it in a strong grip, first with one hand and then the other, and hauled herself to it. There was a second of nervous hanging, when the world felt like it had dropped away, but then she was on the other branch, her body centered and balanced, secure. She found the next branch easily enough, and by the time she reached the fourth and fifth limb, some of her muscle memory had returned. The more she climbed, the easier it became. Soon, she found herself spiraling a path around the massive pine’s trunk, climbing higher and higher, the forest floor disappearing below her.

    

***



    

    “Lunchtime,” Potter said from the hole in the fuselage.

    Kevin lifted his head a second and then let it rest against the pillow Potter had found for him. “We forgot breakfast.”

    That didn’t sound right. Potter checked his watch and stared in disbelief when he saw it was past eleven. The hours had just disappeared, and he didn’t know if it was the knock on his head playing games with him or if he’d simply been so worried with deadlines and decisions that everything else had slipped his mind. Dammit, he was losing it fast. He had to get his shit together if they wanted to survive.

    “Son of a bitch. Sorry. Why didn’t you say something?”

    Kevin gave him a little shrug without looking up. “I never really got hungry.”

    “Can you eat now?”

    Jen’s hand shot skyward. “I can eat. I’ll murder for a cookie.”

    “I don’t think it’ll come to that.” He leaned his makeshift spear against the cabin’s wall. In the crook of his arm, he held a few bottles of water, a pair of granola bars, and some bags of pretzels. He’d found a few pre-made sandwiches, but he didn’t trust them without refrigeration. “Wish there was more.”

    “I wish you’d found the booze.”

    “Found a little, but it’s not much.”

    Jen’s hand snapped open and shut. “Don’t care. Gimme a shot, and I’ll rub your naughty bits.”

    “Not necessary,” he said. He fished a couple of bottles from his pocket and dropped one in Jen’s hand before offering the other to Kevin. Dani’s husband waved it off, so he handed it to Jen, too. “How are you two feeling?”

    Jen knocked back a shot of bourbon and tossed the bottle. “It’s not on fire anymore, but it still hurts. Kind of a dull ache.”

    “Good. Can you still wiggle your toes and stuff?”

    “Sure thing.” Her foot moved up and down in demonstration. Then she moved each toe, one at a time.

    “How about you, Kev?”

    He kept staring at the cabin’s ceiling. “Still paralyzed.”

    A wave of heat rolled through Potter, making him cringe. “You should try to eat something.”

    “I’m okay. Don’t worry about it.”

    “Can you get him to eat?”

    Jen gave him a little shrug. “I can try. Don’t think I should make any promises, though.”

    He nodded and handed Kevin’s share to Jen. “Just don’t go chowing down all by yourself.”

    “And ruin my figure?”

    “Why hasn’t that monster come back?” Kevin’s voice sounded hollow.

    Potter looked over his shoulder as though Kevin’s question had reminded him of the thing for the first time. The spear leaning against the wall told a different story. Kevin had a point, though. Whatever that thing was, it hadn’t come back in a long time, and that didn’t make much sense at all.

    “Hopefully it never does. I’ve been keeping my ears and eyes peeled, but there hasn’t been a single sign of it.”

    “Maybe it’s scared of us,” Jen said. “Maybe nocturnal?”

    An angry chuckle left Kevin. “Maybe it’s waiting until it’s hungry again.”

    “None of us knows,” Potter said. “Right now, all we can do it be ready for anything, but I’m hoping we hear helicopters long before we hear that thing again.”

    Kevin raised a hand to show his crossed fingers. “Amen.”

    He tried to think of something as Jen popped a few pretzels in her mouth, chewed, and then swallowed. Turning and leaving wasn’t the best thing, but he’d run out of things to say. Usually, he was so on top of things, and now he felt like he was floundering. It wasn’t a familiar feeling, and he found he hated every part of it.

    Instead, Jen spoke. “Where are Greg and the reporter?”

    A chill rippled up his arms. The last he’d seen Shannon, she’d been working on spears and gathering supplies. He’d been doing the same, but he’d stopped a long time ago, and he’d been carrying his weapon ever since. Time was getting weird on him. He figured it was a symptom of his concussion, but the idea didn’t make him feel any better. Every hour that passed was one he needed. Even worse, if he could lose track of time, he could lose track of people. Now, he’d done just that, misplacing almost half their number because a bump on the head had sped up the clock. He didn’t remember passing out or waking up, so he figured the creature hadn’t shown up while he was comatose somewhere, but that was a hollow comfort.

    “I’ll be back,” he said, his voice sounding a little too far away, and then he grabbed his spear and eased himself out of the plane. Weapon in hand, he inspected the crash site. Everything felt too still, too quiet. His breath was a nervous rumble in his ears. If Greg or Shannon were nearby, there was no sign of them. With each step he took from the ruined fuselage, he felt safety slip further away, felt his fear creep a little deeper into his core, a chunk of ice growing larger and larger. Should he call out? He’d been adamant about staying as quiet as possible, hoping it might keep that thing from returning, but now he wasn’t so sure.

    Where had he last seen them? With Shannon, he could remember, but Greg…

    The sinkhole. Jesus, that had been just after sunrise. A frown folded his face as he stomped in that direction. Dammit, he was supposed to be on top of things, and now he was realizing he hadn’t seen his bass player in hours. It wasn’t professional. Even worse, it was dangerous as all hell. He’d already lost one person, and now the man’s best friend was God knows where.

    He made it halfway across the site, stumbling his way around the smaller pieces of wreckage, when Shannon came jogging out of the pines. The reporter still carried her spear, and he didn’t spot any injuries, but the look of pure panic on her face told him she didn’t have good news.

    “I can’t find Greg,” she said, and the ice in Potter’s chest cracked.

    

***



    

    He opened his eyes and stared in wonder, a sound like wind through a canyon pouring from his open mouth. Some shrinking part of his mind had hoped it wasn’t happening, that he was hallucinating due to exhaustion or blood loss. Maybe he’d never made it out of the plane. He could still be there, his last breath slipping past his teeth, but he could feel the hand that held his as well as see it. Spindly fingers the color of old coals laced his, the hand they belonged to a collection of drawn skin, bulging knuckles, and stick-like bones. It connected to a wrist so thin it could have been made from parchment-wrapped broomsticks. The wrist disappeared into the forest floor, and Greg watched as the dirt around the limb sifted deeper into the ground.

    Amazing. No other word worked. The hand in his was amazing, pure and simple.

    He saw other patches of ground tremble, dirt and needles almost rippling like water as a shark circles just beneath the waves. As he watched, more fingers climbed from the ground, followed by more hands. The rasping moan that had been the only sound died, and instead he smiled. Amazing, all of it. A hidden corner of the world that no one ever gets to see had opened itself up to him, displayed itself like a peacock or a rose in full bloom. Soft, dry fingers closed around his wrists, his arms, his ankles. Four pads caressed his cheek. One traced the line of his bottom lip like a lover, and a pleased shudder ran through his body.

    And then the hands were gone. He blinked, the world disappearing and then reappearing behind that shifting screen of gray. Shocked, he scrambled to his hands and knees, looking at the ground around him. It was undisturbed, all of it, a plane of soil and needles, the occasional twig or rock providing the only other detail.

    He rocked back onto his knees and covered his face with both hands, breathing deep. He smelled soil and something oily underneath it all, and he wondered if it was the black liquid he’d wiped from his eyes. What was happening to him? He wanted to cry, to scream, but everything felt distant and strange, like the entire world had been replaced with something alien.

    Greg didn’t hear the footsteps beyond his own thoughts. He didn’t hear a sound until the growling breath crept through everything else to make itself known. Fear grabbed him hard, and he squeezed his eyes shut tight, knowing what stood over him but too scared to look. This was it. The monster had returned to kill him, and there wasn’t a goddamn thing he could do but kneel and hope it happened fast.

    The killing stroke never came, though. Instead, the breath just continued like wind from a giant bellows. Shaking, Greg pulled his hands from his face and opened his eyes. He saw its feet first, the same as a human’s, only larger and tipped with black claws. Inch by inch, he lifted his head, taking in the sight of the thing. He saw every scar and patch of fur, every exposed piece of gray flesh. When he looked into its face, he saw the jutting teeth and the eyes that looked like they’d been sunk deep into its skull. Traces of a black liquid streaked its face like tears.

    The beast stared at him for a long moment, standing still and tall. Greg’s fear evaporated, leaving only wonder and a strange sense of finality. This was the end, destiny. The future staring down at him with eyes that cried black tears.

    Without a sound, the monster turned and walked deeper into the pines. Greg stood and followed.

    

***



    

    By the time she reached the tree’s upper branches, Dani’s ribs and shoulders had started burning. Every part of her said the climb back down would be both painful and nerve-wracking, but she shut out the warning. Until she began her decent, she didn’t need to worry about it. All that mattered at the moment was finding some sign of civilization. Hugging the pine’s trunk, she stepped up to another branch, and her head poked free of the needles.

    For a moment, the sheer height took her breath away, replacing it with a nervous jolt that turned her body to iron. Her hold on the tree became a death grip, and she forgot to breathe, the air in her lungs growing hotter with each passing second. She clamped her eyes shut, and she thought she could feel the tree sway back and forth. A long moment passed. Slowly, she convinced herself the tree wasn’t whipping around in the breeze, that she wouldn’t fall if she opened her eyes and scanned the horizon.

    The view almost stole her breath again. In every direction, pine-covered hills rolled up and down. A blue sky stood clear nearly to the horizon, where a bank of clouds squatted. The landscape brought a smile to her face. Maybe she could take Kevin camping someday. She hoped so.

    Of course, they had to escape the forest first, and that appeared to stretch all the way to the horizon and probably well beyond. She couldn’t find a single break in the thick, green waves, nothing to suggest a road or even a tiny cabin. She supposed she should be thankful there was any place left in the country with actual forest in it, but mostly she just wished they’d crashed on a runway.

    Hanging onto the tree, looking out at the wilderness that filled her vision, her eyes began to water. She sniffled as something welled up in her chest and pushed outward to fill every inch of her. The first sob came, then. It hiccupped out of her with a violent jerk, and a second one followed hot on its heels. She pressed her cheek to the pine’s trunk as though she were a child and burying her face in her father’s chest. The tears flooded her eyes and spilled down her face. She tasted them on her lips as her entire body quaked with grief and fear and fatigue. For a long time, she stayed that way, sobbing into the tree’s bark, unable to even think through the churning emotions that filled her. Wounded, lost, and hunted, they had nothing left but survival.

    “Dani?”

    Conner’s voice reached her as a frightened whisper. Without thinking, she looked down at the sound. A blur of green and brown greeted her, and she held on tightly with one arm as she rubbed the tears from her eyes.

    “I’m here!” Her voice cracked, but it sounded like hers and not some blubbering idiot’s. Under the circumstances, she took it as a victory.

    “You okay?”

    “Yeah. I’m coming down.”

    “Did you see anything?”

    A sigh climbed out of her, and she shook her head before giving the countryside one last look. “Not a damn… wait.”

    “What is it?”

    She squinted at the thing that caught her eye. It glinted through the mash of trees, stabbing her eyes with light. “I’m not sure. We should check it out, though.”

    “Whatever.”

    There was the enthusiasm she expected. At least it meant she probably wouldn’t reach the ground just to find he’d wandered off in search of some plant that could get him high.

    Holding tight to the pine’s trunk, she eyed the spot that had caught her attention, trying to make out more detail. She saw another glint of light, but that was all. No other details penetrated the blanket of trees. The light came from a few hills over, a pretty good hike. It wasn’t as though she’s spotted anything else worth investigating, though. Another scan of the horizon in every direction revealed less than a hint of civilization. That shard of light, however, could be sunlight reflected off a cabin window. Maybe.

    Groaning against the pain that remained in her muscles and tendons, she started back down the tree. She hoped they’d find whatever she’d seen, and she prayed it would be something good.

    


NINE



    

    Shannon watched Potter stomp around the sinkhole, shaking his head and muttering angry syllables. She wanted to tell him to stay calm, but that would just make her a hypocrite. A roiling mix of concern and panic had her bouncing on the balls of her feet, just aching to go running through the woods in search for Greg. Only the feeling that Potter should know what was happening kept her from taking off as soon as she’d confirmed Greg’s absence.

    Potter stopped circling the hole and instead paced back and forth. His hands became fists that shook at his sides, and his face went from concerned to scared to exhausted before fixing on angry.

    “I do not need this shit!” The last word bounced through the trees.

    Shannon watched him, trying to find something to say and coming up empty. It had been a long time since she’d seen a good tour manager fit. They never failed to leave her awestruck at the amount of rage that could boil out of a person, even if she knew these fits were to be expected. Who dealt with a higher concentration of complete bullshit than tour managers?

    “Fucking rockstars! I am fucking through with them! Don’t listen to a goddamn word, do whatever the shit they want. ‘I play bass in a band, so I don’t have to listen to anybody.’ If I find that shit, I will wring his goddamn neck!” He stalked the ground around the sinkhole, angry eyes flicking every direction. Maybe he was looking for something he could kick or stomp or even pick up and throw.

    As Shannon watched, the entire scene began to unnerve her. Potter’s anger was justified - she would never claim it wasn’t - but the way he moved around the hole reminded her of a beast. The remains in the bottom of the sinkhole and the symbols carved deep into the pine trees only added to the image, and soon she felt cold all over. Potter almost moved in slow motion as he raged at his absent charges.

    Suddenly, he stopped circling and stood there. An almost amused grin appeared on his lips, and he shook his head back and forth as though he’d just heard an especially good joke.

    “I’ll hobble the little shithead. If that’s what I’ve gotta do, then I will. He gets back here, I’ll break his damn ankle. Hell, I’ll stomp on his knee until it shatters. If that idiotic son of a bitch thinks he can just wander off when there’s a goddamn monster in the woods, then I’ll have to make sure he can’t wander. It’s the only way, right? Only way to keep the stupid bastard from getting killed.”

    “Are you okay, Potter?” She feared his answer. Maybe it would be calm, or maybe he’d explode. She knew she couldn’t just keep standing there, though.

    Luckily, he rattled off a series of quick nods. “Yeah. Sorry about that. I just…” He slapped a hand against his thigh and then gestured at the scene around them. The look on his face said, Can you believe this shit?

    “I get it.”

    “Any idea how long he’s been gone?”

    “No. I was working on our defense stuff, and everything else just sort of got away from me.”

    “Yeah, me too.”

    “I feel like an idiot.”

    “Don’t. I did the same thing. I think… I’m not sure, but I think this whole place is just wonky, to use the technical term. We’ve got time doing funny things, that thing out there, and all this shit right here. Add it all up, and it’s a giant, creepy mess.”

    “Is that supposed to be reassuring?”

    “I guess not.”

    She scanned the trees, hoping she might see Greg walking around, maybe lost or maybe just thinking about his friend. Instead, she found nothing but empty forest. She didn’t even hear wind through the trees. If Greg was nearby, he was out like a light.

    “Well, damn.” She hefted her spear and rolled her shoulders. “I’ll be back, I guess.”

    “What?”

    “I’m going to go look for him.”

    Potter shook his head. The grin had disappeared, replaced by lines and shadows. “No.”

    “What? Greg’s out there right now. Somebody has to find him and bring him back before that whatever-the-fuck does.”

    “Then he shouldn’t have wandered off.”

    She felt her jaw drop for a second. Had he really said that? “Potter, you can’t-”

    “I mean it. Shit, part of it’s probably our fault for leaving him alone in the first place. We didn’t let Dani walk off on her own, and she’s more capable than the rest by a long stretch.”

    “But he’s lost!”

    “We don’t know that, and even if he is, it’s not our fault. He’s a grown man, Shannon. If he didn’t know better than to go strolling deep into the nightmare woods, that’s his problem. In no goddamn way is it ours.”

    Shannon stared at the man. She knew her jaw was working, moving up and down, but no sound came out. When she searched for words, she couldn’t find them. Shock muted everything, and something buzzed in her ears as she watched Potter shake his head again and start toward the plane.

    “Fuck you.” The words sounded flat coming out of her mouth, but they stopped the road manager. He turned and looked at her with narrowed eyes.

    “C’mon,” he said.

    “No, Potter. Fuck you. What if he’s hurt? What if that thing has him? You think it’s fine to just shrug off that shit?”

    “What if? What if? How about this? What if something attacks the two people laid up in that plane who can’t even move? You think they’ll be able to defend themselves? You think I’m going to make a big difference with this knee and a knock on my skull? Last I saw, Greg was moving just fine. That puts him a step ahead.

    “Look, Shannon. I’m sorry. You’re sweet on him or whatever, great. I need you here, though. At this point, we’re in a very circle-the-wagons situation. I can’t circle by myself.”

    She gave the woods another look, praying she’d see some sign of the bassist. Again, she came up empty. Dammit.

    “Fine. You’re right. Whatever.”

    “Thanks.”

    “Let’s just head back before I change my mind.”

    “Okay.”

    Potter started walking, and Shannon followed. Anger simmered inside her, along with worry. She hoped Greg was all right. With every step, she hoped he’d come out of the pines and fall in line behind her. The hope felt shallow.

    

***



    

    As he fought his way up the hill - panting with each aching movement, fighting not to vomit, and wondering if his skin was going to split along the joints - he decided Dani wasn’t human but was instead some kind of walking machine. She barely even looked tired, and every time he thought she was about to stop and rest, maybe let him get just a few minutes of goddamn shuteye, she got up and started walking again.

    And this time she’d seen something. Well, that was just great. That meant she’d decided to walk fast. He wondered if she’d feel bad when he had a heart attack and died on her, but then he decided she wouldn’t give a rat’s ass. Probably just keep walking. Maybe pause long enough to sprinkle some needles on his face or kick him in the balls.

    “What… did you see again?”

    “I told you, I don’t know.” She didn’t even bother looking back.

    “But… you had to… see something. What… was it?”

    “It was light, okay? Like something was reflecting it.”

    “Fucking light?”

    “It could have been reflecting off a window. It could mean a cabin. A phone. Hell if I know, Conner. It was the only thing I could see that wasn’t a tree or a hill.”

    Holy Mother of Shit, she was chasing pipe dreams. They’d walk for hours, and then she’d decide they’d switch course or something, and then she’d have to climb another fucking tree. If she did that, he’d remember to bump. He already hated himself for not doing it the last time.

    “How about I just wait here?” he asked as he leaned against a pine’s trunk, convinced he could sleep standing up if he just closed his eyes. “You go on ahead. Maybe just… yeah, just keep looking. If you find a cabin, come back for me. Otherwise… right here.” He ran his fingers through long, sweat-soaked hair, creating a dark curtain over his face. His eyes slipped shut, and a wave of warm relaxation passed through his body. It wasn’t much, but it helped to lessen the burning of his skin, the pain of the tree’s bark digging into his back like a dozen knives.

    A hand like fire grabbed his arm and jerked him away from the tree. A short cry ripped out of him as he was suddenly upright on his feet, stumbling around and trying to shake loose of the burning hand. He gasped at the awful feeling as he finally jerked free of her grip.

    “The fuck, Dani? You trying to rip the fucking thing off?”

    “I barely touched you,” she said. Her face told him she thought he was an idiot. When he saw that expression, he saw the faces of everybody who’d ever tried to judge him, who thought he was nothing but a smacked-out loser. He saw that expression, and he hated it. He hated her. How fucking dare she judge him? Singers and their goddamn egos.

    “What is your fucking damage?” he asked. His voice sounded high and petulant, but he didn’t care.

    “My damage? What are you talking about, Conner?”

    “I just… I don’t want to do this. The fucking walking and everything. You said yourself, we’re in the middle of nowhere. Just… can’t we go back or something? Or just rest a while? Something, man. I can’t walk anymore.”

    She looked a little sad, and that just pissed him off. Like he needed her sympathy.

    “Conner, it’s like one more hill.”

    “You don’t know that. Are you even sure we’re still heading the right direction?”

    She looked around, head swiveling back and forth, and he figured that answered everything. No, she didn’t. Maybe they’d started heading the right way, but now they were wandering around again, just hoping to move.

    “One more hill,” she said. “Give me one more hill, and then we’ll rest. If there’s nothing on the other side, we’ll head back.”

    He did his best to fix her with a hard gaze, knowing it was more than a little hopeless. “How about you check the next hill. If there’s anything on the other side, you come back and get me.”

    “Conner.”

    “Your choice. I’m not moving.”

    She huffed in a particularly bitchy way and started up the hill, stomping the whole way. Conner watched her for a little bit. If nothing else, her jeans hugged her ass in a way that wasn’t too terrible. Didn’t change the fact she was being a raging bitch, though.

    When he finally got tired of looking, he leaned his head back and closed his eyes. Finally, a moment of peace. The past day had thrown too much shit at him, and now he just wanted to nod it all away. With fumbling fingers, he dug into his pocket and found his stash. The plastic bag felt far too empty to his touch, but it always did. A simple fact of loving junk was that there was never enough, there could always be more. Still, no point in whining.

    “Conner! C’mon up!”

    Holy mother of…

    “What is it?”

    “You have to come see. Just get your ass up here.”

    “How did you get up there so fast, anyway?”

    “With my legs. Now, c’mon!”

    She wasn’t going to give up; he could tell that much. Even if he shut his eyes and tried to pass out, she’d probably just tromp back down and drag him up the damn hill. At least if he climbed, she’d let him rest a while. He’d fulfill his end of the bargain and then bump like his life depended on it. Who knew? Maybe it did.

    Groaning, he climbed the tree until he was on his feet. Then, he started up the hill, all four of his limbs letting him know they were pissed at him. He planted his face in the dirt three times before reaching the top, and he hit his knees beside Dani, wiping the crap from his face as she pointed.

    “Wasn’t expecting that.”

    He followed her finger and had to agree. No, he hadn’t been expecting that.

    It wasn’t nearly as big as their plane. He guessed maybe there were two seats inside, four at the most. Both wings were gone, and ragged scars of metal left behind where they’d been attached. Something had beaten the plane to hell and back, and the tears he saw in the metal told him it probably wasn’t just the crash. Whatever had attacked them had made a run at this bastard, too.

    “I wanna go home,” he said before he realized he’d been thinking it.

    “Maybe there’s a working radio inside.”

    “You want to look, don’t you?”

    “Don’t you?”

    Dammit. Yes, he did. “Let’s go,” he said, and struggled to his feet.

    

***



    

    The entire world had gone soft, elastic. With each step, Greg felt the world stretch and then snap back into place. Reality shivered around him. Sometimes, the beast he followed was right in front of him, and then other times he saw it as little more than a shape in the distance. The creature made no sound, gave him no indication it even cared he was there. It moved through the pines with purpose, and Greg lost track of how long he’d been following it. Minutes? An hour? Surely, it hadn’t been a day, but how could he be sure? Nothing made sense, anymore. So what? He decided he didn’t care.

    It rises. There’s a hole in the world. The phrases rang through his skull like the sound of church bells. He still didn’t know what they meant, but he knew they were important. They felt important. As time crawled along in that strange way, stretching and twisting, He realized that he’d always been meant for this, that fate or some sort of providence had brought him here to usher in something new. Something amazing.

    It rises.

    He thought about the gray fingers intertwined in his, and he smiled. Since their touch, he’d felt things change within him, pieces shifting and sliding, twisting into new forms. Sometimes it hurt, but most of the time it felt wonderful, sending warm sparks of sensation through his body. Soon, he would be a part of something, a spectacular event that would shape the world. There’s a hole in the world. He’d help open it. If he did nothing else, he would help it rise.

    Something caught his eye, a shape to his right that appeared out of place, even foreign. He stopped and stared, and he realized there was a strange statue in the middle of the forest. If he hadn’t noticed, he would have walked right past it. Now, however, it was all he could see. He checked and found the creature had halted. It watched him, and he sensed it was giving him time. He nodded and stepped toward the strange artwork.

    As far as he could tell, it had been built out of bones and rock and mud, with a few other pieces thrown in here and there. He spotted a once-gleaming belt buckle jammed between the stones. Something that might have been a lens from a pair of glasses glinted in the light. No one from the plane had worn a buckle like that, and he couldn’t think of anybody who wore glasses. His chest clamped down on his heart and lungs as he realized those gleaming articles had belonged to some other person from some other time.

    The bones and mud had been assembled to look like some kind of monster. It wasn’t the beast - he could tell that at a glance - but the longer he stared at the form, the more he grew convinced that it represented something so much more impressive than the fur-covered creature. The figure looming above him stood on three legs that bent like a spider’s but were thick as pine trunks. Its torso was sturdy and hunched, several limbs shooting off in various angles. What he assumed to be the thing’s head had been carved somewhat. A ring of indentations he took to be eyes circled it, and a wider shape took the place of its mouth. The thing gave off a feeling of pain and a strange wrongness. Greg wondered if that was through design or just due to the available materials.

    A rough grunt told him they needed to keep walking. Nodding, he followed. His thoughts floated around him like dust motes in shafts of sunlight. With splayed fingers, he tried to touch them, but they bobbed and rolled away from him. It was all so amazing. He wanted to lose himself in this new life. Only when he heard the rumble of the beast’s breath did he look and see they’d entered a small clearing.

    Through the twisting scrim of gray that filled his vision, he saw a space maybe forty feet wide where no trees grew. The ground was bare, free of needles. Pines whose bark appeared darker than the rest stood around the clearing in clusters, as though guarding it from some outside threat. A few of them almost looked melded together, they grew so close. Something important was supposed to happen here he could tell. He didn’t know what or when, but he could feel the weight of the coming event hang over the clearing like storm clouds.

    Three corpses sat in the center of the clearing, their backs against each other and their legs stretched outward. Two of the bloodied men wore the remains of uniforms that he thought he should recognize but didn’t. One sported a hollow cavity where his belly should be, the flesh tattered and opened wide. The third looked even more familiar, and he wondered if maybe he’d known this person once. He found himself irritated, the knowledge of this dead man just outside his thoughts. It felt as though the new knowledge that had entered his brain was forcing everything else out. Soon, he wouldn’t even care that he didn’t know the man. Now, however, he found himself frowning as he stared at the corpse.

    A shuffling sound at his side tore his attention from the dead man, and he was thankful for the distraction. Turning, he found the creature standing over him. Its breathing filled his ears, the thick, earthy smell of its body pushing up his nostrils and filling his head. Staring at the black tears leaking from its eyes, Greg wondered if he’d turn into something similar. Maybe that’s what was happening now, the thing below claiming him in some way, turning him into something stronger, better.

    Without realizing it, he grinned at the monster. It was an almost insane expression, and he wondered why his face hurt. The beast gave no sign it noticed. Instead, it held out an open hand. Greg looked inside and found a piece of bone. It was broken and splintered, and one end hand been worn down into a taper so that it was almost a dagger. He took it from the creature’s muscular hand and pressed a finger to its tip. Blood that looked darker than it should ran past his knuckles. He watched it trace a path across the back of his hand and past his wrist before running down his forearm to his elbow. So much blood from such a tiny prick of the finger. It didn’t make sense, but little did anymore. The world had become a mystery, and the piece of sharpened bone in his hand would help unlock that mystery.

    There’s a hole in the world.

    It rises.

    He would help open the hole, and he would help the darkness below rise. This was his purpose, and he would see it through.

    Bone in hand, Greg walked to the nearest tree and started carving.

    


TEN



    

    “Dani, this is really screwed up. I mean, like on a whole new level of messed up.”

    She nodded, because Conner spoke the truth. Looking at the interior of the small plane they’d found, she felt like they’d found an ancient artifact, something mysterious and full of secrets. A desiccated body lay in the middle of the plane, so old it didn’t even smell. In a way, she’d expected it. Since the moment she’d woken on fire, the fear that they’d be found in a similar state had bounced through her mind like a moth against a porch light.

    What really bothered her though, was the writing. The plane’s interior walls were covered in words and symbols, all of them written in something that had faded to the color of rust. She hadn’t known what he’d used to write with until Conner found the crushed bones of a finger in the dead man’s teeth and the four ragged stumps on his right hand. Whatever had happened here, it had changed this dead man, driven him to do things she couldn’t imagine anyone in their right mind doing.

    “What do you think he meant by it?” Conner asked. His voice was fluttering all over the place, like his nerves were hooked up to a live wire and just kept sparking.

    She looked at the words again, written in careful block letters she didn’t think she could manage after biting off a finger.

    

    THIS IS HOW IT ENDS

    NO ONE EVER LEAVES

    FOREVER IS A PIT

    THERE’S A HOLE IN THE WORLD

    IT RISES

    

    “Maybe he was delirious or something,” she said. “We don’t know how long he was stuck in here. Could have been starving or dehydrated. Who knows?”

    “Well, I sure as hell don’t have an answer. What’s that shit at the bottom?”

    Dani shook her head. Beneath the last sentence, their mystery corpse had scrawled a series of strange symbols. If they were supposed to be letters, they weren’t any she had ever seen.

    “Dani?”

    She shook her head, clearing the cobwebs. “I have no idea. Just crazy stuff, I guess. The guy was probably bleeding to death.”

    “Dani, I’m not so sure. Look.”

    He was staring at the corpse’s other hand, the one she hadn’t bothered to inspect. The missing finger on the dead man’s writing hand had drawn her in fast, and she’d been so busy trying to solve that little mystery that she ignored the broken bottle lying in the other hand, the one that somehow remained in a tight fist. The jagged edges of broken glass didn’t shimmer in the dying light. Something coated them, a brown stain similar to the writing on the cabin wall.

    It didn’t make sense. The man didn’t look cut in any way. Conner was moving around the body, searching.

    “Here,” he said, wagging a finger at the dead man’s throat.

    Dani ducked lower to the floor and peered beneath the body’s chin. Suddenly, it all made sense. He’d slit his throat. No, he’d done more than that. The decayed flesh was a ragged blossom of tears and folds, a rose made of old meat. The man had to have written the words before doing this to himself. Dani tried to imagine doing something like that - shattering a bottle and using it to not just slice but tear himself open - and a shudder of revulsion wracked her entire body.

    “Freaky shit, right?” Conner asked.

    “Yeah,” she said. “Pretty freaky.”

    “Let’s get out of here, okay?”

    “In a sec. Let’s see if there’s anything useful, first.”

    Conner sighed, rolled his eyes. “Look, I came in here like you asked. If we’re gonna stick around this thing any longer, can I…?”

    “Sure. Just don’t do so much you can’t keep walking.” Turning away, she looked at the words again. Maybe they were the ravings of somebody who had lived just a little too long in terrible conditions, praying to survive the thing outside trying to get in. The symbols at the bottom called to her, though. Her eyes drifted to them again and again, and even when she turned away and tried to search the plane, she kept finding herself staring at them, trying to make some sense of their patterns. They crawled through her mind, growing hotter and hotter until they were burning shapes that threatened to catch every inch of her on fire.

    Her mind sizzling, she turned and looked at Conner. The junkie was sniffing at his bag again, rearing his head back as the powder struck him like a bolt of lightning from a black sky. As she watched, his head lolled to one side, his jaw going slack and his eyes turning into moon shapes before shutting altogether. So much for walking.

    Turning to the symbols again, she found her hand pressed to them. Something flashed through her vision, wavering in and out of focus before finally taking hold. She saw a man with sweat on his face and blood on his chin, the ruins of a finger still held between his teeth. He finished writing the words on the plane’s interior, his face hard with concentration. Dani heard muttered syllables, and she knew the man was speaking past his teeth.

    Hole in the world. It rises.

    The man finished writing. He admired the words, a grin creeping across his face like a spider. Slowly, he picked up the bottle that rested beside his knee and shattered it against the floor. His expression never changed as he jabbed the broken glass into his throat and twisted. As his arm went slack, and he collapsed backward, the grin fixed in place. She saw truth in his eyes, and it was almost like love. Before the vision faded, she heard whispers. They promised her things, and she thought she saw gray hands reach for the dead man.

    Dani smiled. It was a nasty grin full of teeth, and it never touched her eyes. While the feeling in her heart never changed, her mouth stretched wider and wider until she thought her face might crack, might crumble like old paper and fall away from her skull. Something had changed, something wonderful and powerful.

    The symbols filled her head with sounds like birds chirping, like a summer filled with silver bells. Her smile grew wider, and her teeth ground together, and every muscle turned to fire that was white hot and twisting. The man who’d written the words and symbols knew the truth of things, had discovered the world’s secret history and tried to share it.

    Conner began snoring somewhere nearby, but she couldn’t find him. Her vision had turned into a tunnel, and the symbols were all she could see.

    The first chuckle left her mouth like a popping bubble. Another followed, and soon they were boiling up from her throat, turning into hard and malignant laughter. The sound filled the crumpled airplane and harmonized with the bells and birdsong in her brain, and she didn’t even notice the terrible feelings welling up inside of her like black water until it was too late, and they’d wrapped her in iron fingers.

    Dani threw her head back and screamed, and it felt like the world breaking.

    

***



    

    It was quiet, almost silent. For the past thirty minutes or so, Jen’s humming had served as the only sound. Potter checked his watch and saw he had just over twenty-four hours left. The second hand ticked its way around the face of his watch, and he wanted to reach in and strangle it. Soon, the sun would set. He wondered if the monster would return, then. A part of him almost wanted the thing to show. At least he’d have something to do other than sit and listen to Jen hum song ideas. His back against the cabin wall, he felt useless, and he found he didn’t like this new sensation.

    Just in case, he peered at his To-Do List. The notebook paper unfolded in his mind, but the only item written on the blue lines was a frustrating one.

    

    1. Wait

    

    His frown felt like a black hole. Before he even realized what he planned, he dragged himself to his feet, grumbling the entire way.

    “What?” Shannon asked. Her hand went right to her spear, and he could have kissed her for it.

    “Building a fire,” he said.

    She scrambled to her feet. “Is that a good idea?”

    “I’m kinda cold,” Jen said.

    “You don’t mean a fire in here, do you?”

    “No,” Potter said. “I’ll get a bonfire going outside, maybe we can be spotted.”

    Shannon scurried in front of him, blocking him from the outside. “I don’t think that’s a good idea.”

    “What’s another idea?”

    “Potter, that thing hasn’t been back all day. Why do you want to go getting its attention?”

    “Because I have to do something. Sometimes that’s the best reason. We get a good fire going, maybe it’ll scare off that thing.”

    “So your best reason is still idiotic? C’mon. If that thing sees a fire, who’s to say it’s going to be scared? We don’t know anything about it. Shit, there were fires going when we crashed, and that thing still came knocking.”

    “After they started to die out. Somebody flying over might spot a fire.” He tried to walk past her, and she shifted in his path again.

    “We haven’t seen a plane all day. Did you realize that? How is that even possible?”

    “I don’t know.”

    “So don’t bring that thing back just because you’re bored.”

    He pinned her with his eyes, a trick he’d learned from years dealing with musicians, concert promoters, and hotel clerks. “Dani, Conner, and Greg. Think about those names a second, Rolling Stone. All three of them are out there somewhere, and not one of them can see in the dark. If they have to come back this way, do you want them to be able to find us or not? You’d rather have Greg lost out in the pines all night?

    “Seriously, I hate this. Front to back, it stinks. Right now though, everything needs to be about reducing risk and maximizing our chances of being rescued. Yeah, lighting a fire means we might get that thing’s attention, but we might also get Greg’s attention. And maybe somebody will see smoke. I don’t know, but I have to give something a try. Sitting on our hands and hoping just isn’t doing it for me.”

    She watched him, and he thought he could see the gears turning in her head. If Rolling Stone didn’t want to help, he couldn’t make her. As long as she didn’t try to stop him, they’d be fine.

    Finally, her shoulders shrugged up and down. “Okay,” she said. “Let’s do it fast.”

    

***



    

    Everything was shadow. Conner remembered entering the plane, and then things got hazy. There was something about a dead dude, but he couldn’t really remember because of all the shadows. They swirled around him, dragging him deeper and deeper, taking him down where it was warm and soft and nothing could hurt him. Nothing at all.

    Through eyes that were almost completely lidded, he looked out at the… was he still in the plane? Why had they thought the plane was a good idea again? Any idiot could have seen… hell with it. It didn’t matter. He was in the plane now, staring at a narrow tunnel of shadow and space that throbbed around him. Floating. It felt like floating. He could lose himself here, just float and drift in this wonderful world of shadow and warmth. Didn’t he deserve that? After everything he’d gone through today, he deserved the floating and the shadow and the warmth and all the bliss in the world. Bring out the women for dancing. Start the music and take their hands up in yours. If they’re the right kind of girls, they’ll grind up against you once the music begins, letting their sweat mingle with yours.

    Movement. He couldn’t tell what it might be or where it had come from. All he could make out was one piece of shadow shifting through another. It crept closer, and somewhere in the deepest part of his mind he thought maybe he should be scared. He couldn’t muster up the emotion, though. Everything was shadow. Everything was warmth. He knew he was just deep in his nod, that this wasn’t real. Didn’t matter, not one tiny fraction of it, so why should he give a damn? He’d hiked through the forest that smelled like Christmas and dirt and old sweat, and not one person had given him so much as a thank you, and maybe that pissed him off a little or even more, but everything was shadow, and everything was warmth. Good. Didn’t matter. Bring out the women. Fuck all the bullshit. It never even made so much as a whatever anyway.

    That’s the spirit, Conner. You show ‘em how to live.

    Something touched him. He couldn’t be sure, but it felt like fingers brushing his ankle, that bit of exposed skin just above the top of his sneaker. They were soft, no calluses on the pads, so he knew it wasn’t a guitarist’s hand. He was a guitarist - that’s right, thank you - and he knew what those hands felt like. His band was a good one, too, and they were starting to break big. Or wait, they’d already broken big. Shit, they could afford a plane, right? Not just any band under the sun had the cash to charter out a plane, and holy shit, they’d gone down in it. They’d crashed in the woods, and people were dead and other people were hurt, and there was that hole. It was a really big hole, and there were bones and blood, and there’s a hole in the world. He’d seen that somewhere; where was it? The wall. The wall on the inside of the other plane where everything was shadow and everything was warmth. Dani was there, and she was touching him, and he kept getting harder. He didn’t want that to happen, because Dani wasn’t like that. She was married and goofy and kind of a bitch, but he’d seen her climbing that hill and the way her jeans gripped her ass. It had all looked so sexy, and now she was touching him.

    “Dani?” Maybe the name came out all right, and maybe it was just a moan. He couldn’t tell, and he couldn’t force himself to care. Everything was shadow. Everything was warmth.

    Everything was just fine.

    No answer came, at least none he could hear. Instead, the fingers climbed higher. A chill ran through his body, and suddenly he was shivering. The warmth crashed over him again, but the trembling refused to stop. He wanted to hug himself, but his arms refused to obey. Everything was shadow. Everything was just fine.

    The fingers walked up his leg. A weight both lithe and powerful moved over him, and even in the darkness he could see the roll of Dani’s hips and shoulders as she crawled toward him. Never had he seen something so sexy, and never had he imagined a woman like Dani would supply the image. People surprised you when you weren’t looking, weren’t paying attention, and he knew that was a problem of his. He had plenty of problems though, and that one was way at the back of the line. As long as he got through the day, he was golden. Not so much as a single goddamn care. Now, Dani’s fingers were crawling along his leg like the legs of a spider, and he couldn’t decide if he was excited or scared.

    “What you doin’?” he asked. He thought his words might have slurred together, but he didn’t care much. A smile moved across his numb face. Was this really happening? Through the haze of weighty pleasure, he felt something unbuckle his belt and pull it away in a series of clumsy tugs. Something between laughter and a breath shuddered out of him. When the fingers unzipped his cargo shorts, he almost giggled. Everything was warmth. Everything was electricity. It coursed across his skin like a breeze. He felt alive. So alive it almost hurt.

    Hands removed his shoes, then pulled off his shorts.

    Everything was electricity. Everything was just fine.

    Cool night air kissed the skin of his legs. Hands touched them, ran from ankles to his calves to knees, sending shudders through his doped up body. Gasps lurched out of him, and his spine arched off the floor. He was going to do this. No, she was going to do this to him. Maybe she was scared, or maybe she was just horny. She was going to touch him, though. She was going to touch him and lick him and stroke him, and when he was as hard as she wanted, she would climb on top of him and gallop. In his mind, where the shadows parted, he could see the sweat on her skin and the way her hair broke over her shoulders when she tossed back her head and screamed until her voice cracked and all she could do was cry.

    Everything was just fine.

    The hands reached his thighs, feeling like velvet and stone. A shudder traveled from head to toe, and his fingers almost curled into his fists before everything was calm again and they fell limp to his sides. Slowly, palms and fingers made their way to the inside of his legs, opening him, and then slid into the creases of his legs, the backs of those hands so close to his balls he wanted to scream.

    “This… you sure?” It was so unlike her. Even as he asked, he prayed she’d keep going. He wanted her hands and lips and teeth and tongue on him, wanted to feel her naked body against his and the hot moisture of her very center. He wanted to rise and fall. Everything was shadows. Everything was electricity.

    And then the hands grabbed the waistband of his briefs and pulled. His cock jumped in the air, and for a single terrifying instant he thought that would be it. He would explode and she would laugh at him. Jesus Christ, she would laugh and laugh, and later on she’d tell her sister and everybody else in the band, and even if it cost her marriage, she’d think it was the greatest thing ever. One day he’d read about it in Rolling Stone. Maybe this was a bad idea. If he could lift his arms, he could push her away.

    Then her breath kissed the skin of his thighs, and he was powerless again. Those hands ran all the way up to his hips, and everything was warmth. She raked her nails down his thighs, and everything was electricity. Matching furrows hurt, but he loved it, had never felt something so amazing and forbidden. Everything was just fine.

    Her fingers closed around him and began to lightly stroke. Everything was amazing. He began to laugh, unable to make any other sound or control any part of his body. Each and every nerve jangled, and it was better than being high, better even than being alive. Her hand, almost entirely velvet at the palm, worked him up and down, and then her lips found his skin, moving over his thighs and up to his belly, her tongue flicking out like a lizard’s.

    Everything was warmth. Everything was amazing.

    Her mouth found the head of him and swallowed him an inch at a time, and everything was electricity. His laughter worked its way into an ecstatic cry. More than anything he’d ever known, he wanted this. Dani wasn’t the awful things outside or the smell of fuel and oil and burning. She was safe and wonderful and smelled like sweat and heat. Through the night and into morning, she would fuck him, and he would taste her, and when the sun rose everything would be better than it was before, and no one could tell him it was wrong because he’d needed it. From the center of him to the ragged and burning edges, he needed it.

    Her mouth left him, the tip of her tongue giving his head a final, almost teasing flick, and then her mouth returned to the soft flesh of his inner thighs as her hand returned to stroke him. Her teeth nibbled at him, teasing, but he could barely feel it. Even feeling more alive than ever before, the heroin made things soft, warm, electric, amazing.

    A sound reached him. Something soft and wet, chewing. It didn’t make any sense, and when he heard the heavy, final sound of swallowing, he still didn’t understand. The hand continued to stroke him, and her teeth returned to his leg. Wait. There was pain there, something that wasn’t right. Something that hadn’t been there before. Another blossom of muted torture bloomed beside it, and then the chewing sound returned.

    Oh, Jesus.

    He tried to kick her away, but everything was weight. Once more, he attempted to curl his hands into fists. They refused to obey.

    Somewhere behind his terror, Conner felt a rush of pressure and then a terrible bursting from his very center, and his breath left him in an exhausted rattle.

    Everything was shadow. Everything was just fine.

    Everything was pain.

    Everything disappeared.

    


ELEVEN



    

    Dani knew everything. Now that she’d touched the symbols and seen the darkness below, witnessed the gray hands that could carry her anywhere, could show her the world the way it had always been and not the way she’d believed it to be, she knew the truth of everything. She knew why the pine forest remained unclaimed by development or even so much as a highway. As she’d fed on Conner’s useless body, she’d seen how the beast had once been a man, how the darkness below had changed him into this new form. Now that she’d eaten, she could feel the change beginning. Eventually, she’d be something new and magnificent.

    First, however, she had to help it rise. When she dragged Conner’s ruined body from the wreckage, she was amazed at her new strength. He felt like a slip of paper in her hands, his tattered muscles and exposed bones sliding from the airplane with ease. Dani dragged the corpse along the forest floor. The sun had dipped beneath the horizon, but that didn’t matter. Her knowledge guided her, gray hands coaxing her mind until she found the all but forgotten sinkhole thirty yards from the ruined aircraft. The pieces in the bottom had long dried and become useless as other holes opened, the darkness below rising into the world a little at a time. Even as she tossed Conner’s remains down the slope to lie with the bones at the bottom, she could feel another hole beginning to open as the beast and another presence carved the symbols into a loose ring of pines.

    She stood at the hole’s edge until she heard the soft sound of hands breaking through soil, the wet noises that meant the hands had found Conner’s remaining flesh. Peering into the hole, she could see the hands grab and pull and tear. A smile appeared on her face as she reveled in her new sight, at the power that ran through her body like current. Below her, something snapped with a sound like wet timber. Her smile grew, and she turned away from the sinkhole.

    Dani looked into the darkness of the forest. She could feel the others in the distance, could almost smell their fear like old sweat. It was time to deliver them. The darkness below demanded it.

    Black tears streaming down her face, her smile cracking at the edges, Dani ran into the night.

    

***



    

    Greg worked on his third symbol, carving a gentle curve into the trunk of a pine that looked strong as stone. When he’d started carving, he’d thought the work would be difficult, almost impossible. Instead, he’d found his growing strength let him cut into the wood as easily as a razor slices through skin. A wonderful thing happened as he carved. With each stroke of the sharpened bone, each inch cut into the tree, he found himself grow closer to the darkness below. He felt more powerful, as well. As he worked, he felt taller, stronger. A hunger swelled within him, and with it came a thirst for violence. He didn’t just want to free the darkness below, he wanted the rest to suffer. When the new hole in the world opened, it would need fresh blood, but it wouldn’t need everybody’s. He thought about that, about his hands that felt so strong tearing into soft flesh, and he wanted to scream with joy. In his mind, he could already hear their terrified voices begging. He saw bodies thrash as he dragged them toward the hole, toward the gray, reaching hands that would finish the job and feed the darkness below.

    His smile evaporated when he heard the footsteps. They were hurried and heading toward the clearing, and he felt a fleeting moment of something he barely remembered as panic. In the next instant, he sensed the approaching figure’s power, and he knew the darkness had touched them, as well. When the woman stepped out of the forest, he thought he recognized her. He couldn’t be sure, but a part of his mind told him he’d known this woman. Blood smeared her chin and soaked the front of her shirt, and he saw the black tears in her eyes and the way her hands had already started turning into claws. She’d found blood, and that filled him with jealousy. The hunger inside him wanted a taste, wanted to drown in it.

    Without thinking, he left the tree and the half-completed symbol and approached the woman. She watched him with burning animal eyes, her teeth bared. Her saturated T-shirt clung to her chest, and the rise and fall that accompanied her breathing pulled at him. Growling, he stepped forward and mashed his mouth to hers. She bit at him, and he savored every drop of lust and violence. Together, they were something new. Something better. They’d show the rest how little they mattered, how they were nothing more than fuel for the darkness below. She chuckled as he licked the blood from her chin and neck. His hands roamed her torso, the beginnings of his claws digging into her flesh. He stiffened, lust serving as one of his final human emotions. He relished it, but he knew he wouldn’t mourn its passing.

    The growl at his back stole his attention from the woman in front of him and her body. Greg turned and found the beast standing over them. Any trace of emotion had left its eyes long ago. Its eyes did nothing but burn with purpose, and Greg fell into those eyes and remembered what he was supposed to be doing.

    Without a word, the creature held out a single claw and pointed into the forest. He followed the black dagger and knew the crash site waited in that direction. A jolt of pure excitement ran through him, and he curled his hands into tight, anxious fists, claws digging into his palms. It was time. The darkness below wanted out - wanted to ride - and he would go with the woman and supply the blood and meat needed to open a new hole in the world.

    He gave her a glance, a part of him wishing he could remember her name. The woman stood beside him, running her sharp, blackened fingertips over her belly. Already, her T-shirt hung in tatters, and he saw the blood well in lines of red and black in the wake of her scratches. Her mouth stretched wide, and he saw blood at the corners, the skin there splitting. As he watched, her smile widened, and the skin tore open further. He thought he’d never seen something so alluring, but then the attraction died, and all that remained was what the darkness below wanted.

    A growl in his throat, Greg turned from the woman and ran into the darkness. He felt her follow, and he knew together they would open the hole and change the entire world.

    

***



    

    The fire caught slowly, but soon it was a nice, roaring bonfire. Potter rubbed his bare forearms and he looked at the flames, following them skyward and wondering if somebody might spot them. He had other concerns, too. The flames licked at the nearest pine branches. He watched healthy needles darken, and he wondered what would happen if the closest trees caught fire. How soon would it take for a forest fire to engulf them all? When he tried to picture himself escaping an inferno - hobbling along on one good leg, Kevin’s dead weight slung across his back - he only saw the fire overtaking him. He compared it to the thing that had attacked the night before, and he wasn’t sure which he preferred.

    “Here’s hoping for the best,” Shannon said. She stood beside him, staring at the pile of burning luggage and seats. After a few seconds, she looked past the flames to scan the forest.

    “If he’s out there, he’ll see it.”

    “We know he’s out there, Potter. Right now, I’m just concerned about why and if he can possibly make it back.”

    “If he went after Curt’s body-”

    “I know. It’s a stupid thing. Whatever. How are you on time?”

    He didn’t need to check his watch. “Just under twenty-four hours. Y’know, I think about it for more than a second, and it’s obvious it wasn’t two days from the time I talked to my sister. There won’t even be a doc around to make that kind of decision at that hour. So it’s less than twenty-four hours until they decide whether or not to pull the plug on the Old Man.”

    “Maybe they’ll decide to wait.”

    “I don’t see that happening. Maybe if they expected me to show in the first place.”

    “Sorry.”

    “Not your fault.”

    “I’m going to check on our charges. Might as well follow in case that thing comes back.”

    “Maybe it’s not coming back. Would’ve done so by now, I think.”

    He gave the forest a good look. Past the fire and the nearest trees, everything was a curtain of black. He waited, hoping his eyes would adjust, but the darkness remained thick and full.

    “Still, I don’t-”

    The rest of his sentence caught in his throat as he heard footsteps. Snapping twigs and scuttling footfalls drifted out of the forest, and he thought he heard two different sets of approaching steps. His body tensed, and he noticed Shannon’s do the same as their eyes locked on the same spot, a break in the trees to their left.

    As the steps grew closer, he realized his hands were empty. “Shit. Where are the-”

    “Got ‘em,” Shannon said before rushing to the downed plane. She grabbed the two spears they’d leaned against the fuselage and returned to Potter’s side, pushing one of the weapons into his eager hand.

    Potter took a deep breath and held it. His hand ached around the makeshift weapon. Without realizing, he took a step in front of Shannon and hefted the spear, bracing himself to face whatever monster came running out of the forest.

    But then the footsteps fell silent. Everything went still, the crackling of the fire and his pulse in his ears the only sounds he could hear. He eyed the forest’s border, waiting for something to cross. When nothing did, he turned to Shannon and cocked an eyebrow. She gave him a little shrug in reply.

    Potter caught movement at the edge of his vision. He bit back a scream, but his entire body felt tense and ready to erupt with panic. A figure all but stumbled out of the pines, moving like a man deep in shock.

    “Greg!”

    Shannon bolted past him before he could say anything. Something about the bass player didn’t look right, but he couldn’t tell if he was hurt or if the light was playing tricks. Greg stood still, staring at nothing. If he saw the fire or Shannon or any of the rest, he gave no sign. Potter approached cautiously, trying to place a finger on what struck him as wrong. Maybe it was just his frayed nerves.

    He heard Shannon say, “Greg, your eyes,” and then it clicked into place. The bass player’s eyes looked different. It looked as though they’d sunken deeper into his face, and now they peered from pockets of shadow. And they looked mean. In the next moment, he saw the black smears on the man’s cheeks. He’d been right. Something was very wrong.

    He moved quickly, reaching out for Shannon so he could drag her away, but Greg was quicker. A strange growl poured out of the man’s mouth as he struck Shannon with what appeared to be claw. The reporter cried out as she spun into the dirt, her body going limp.

    Potter hesitated, some terrified part of his mind trying to make sense of what he’d just witnessed. Greg had gone crazy. Even worse, he’d transformed in some way. Potter rushed forward to get between the snarling man and the collapsed reporter, but Greg was too quick. The growl became a violent barking as Greg dove past Shannon’s limp body and slammed into his chest. Potter’s breath disappeared in a rush of forced air as Greg took him to the ground. Potter thrashed against his attacker, even as his frantic thoughts wondered how the man suddenly had claws. He threw up both hands in a desperate attempt at defense, but Greg worked past him easily, claws raking at his chest and belly. Slashes of pain chased away his thoughts. He gave up the idea of defense and instead threw an elbow in a sharp, violent arc. He felt it connect with his attacker’s chin, and Greg slumped off him.

    Gasping, Potter wriggled away from the bass player, crawling to Shannon’s side. She was seated, shaking her head back and forth. As Greg popped back into a crouch, she clutched at Potter.

    “The spears! Where did they-”

    A shriek peeled out of the fuselage, and then Greg pounced.

    

***



    

    Against her better judgment, Jen let Kevin stroke the back of her hand. He did that sometimes, like it was his way of playing innocent and loving before he started touching other places, before other emotions took over and they found themselves doing terrible things. When had he touched her that way the first time? She thought it had been almost two years prior, but the days in between were a blur of lust and skin and guilt like a crushing weight.

    As he stroked, she watched the flickering light through the hole in the cabin wall. It looked like a good fire, and she hoped that meant somebody would see it. As soon as she got clear of the forest, she’d never even walk on grass again.

    “What are you thinking?” Kevin whispered.

    “You’re really asking that?”

    “Right. Stupid.”

    Jen sighed, wondering why she’d ever started fucking the man. Remove the fact that he was her sister’s husband, and he was still an annoying child of a person, so starved for attention and afraid of inadequacy. Toddlers required less attention. Maybe he was a beast once the clothes came off, but she was the guitarist in a rock band. A hot, female guitarist, at that. Sex wasn’t an elusive thing to her. So no more greenery and no more Kevin. She ticked the new rules off in her head and promised she’d stick to them.

    “Greg!”

    The reporter’s voice was pretty soft, but Jen heard the urgency loud and clear. Without thinking, she sat up, bracing herself on her elbows even as a fresh bolt of agony seared its way through her. Her eyes clamped shut and her teeth ground, but the pain dissipated soon enough. She heard more shouting, followed by something she thought was a growl.

    “What’s happening?” Kevin asked.

    She waved him off, hoping he’d shut up so she had a chance of listening. When she trained her ear toward the opening, she heard the sounds of a scuffle: thrashing bodies and pained grunts. A savage barking rose over it, one that sounded more like a man imitating an animal than an actual dog. It sent shivers through her, and she abandoned her desire to listen, instead searching the floor around her for some kind of weapon. She found nothing but empty bottles of water and booze, and she doubted the plastic airline bottles would do her any good.

    A shadow fell over her, and she lifted her head to see a figure standing in the fuselage’s open wound. In an instant, she recognized her sister’s shape silhouetted by the firelight, but Dani’s presence didn’t make any sense. Questions fired through her head like rockets, and she didn’t have answers for any of them. She was still wondering why her sister had returned and what the fighting noises meant when Dani released a growl of her own and then charged.

    Acting on instinct, Jen covered her head with both arms and rolled away, shrieking as pain exploded from her injured pelvis. Hot tears born of torture and fear filled her eyes, and she readied herself to feel the violent blows her sister would rain down on her. Before the first impact came, she shouted, “I’m sorry! It won’t happen again!” She meant every word.

    The blow never came, though. Instead, Kevin started screaming, the sound bouncing through the cabin, churning with the animal noises that spilled from her sister’s throat. Kevin’s voice climbed higher and higher, cresting with panic as he swore they’d never touch each other again and that it hadn’t been his fault in the first place. Each syllable - each lie - was hot with pain. Jen wanted to let her sister do her worst, but it was all wrong. The thing on top of Kevin couldn’t be Dani. Her sister wasn’t a monster. This barking thing that looked like Dani had to be some kind of beast. Ignoring the pain that had spread through her entire body, she dragged herself away from the writhing pair. She watched in horror as Dani straddled Kevin and clamped down with both legs, her husband batting uselessly with his arms.

    Dani raised a hand high over her head, and Jen saw a claw where her sister’s fingers should be. She wanted to scream, but her breath had disappeared behind a curtain of shock and pain. Kevin spouted terrified words like a prayer only he understood. Jen wanted to retreat further, but the scene had frozen her. She felt staked to the spot, her eyes pinned open as her sister tore into Kevin’s chest.

    Her scream died in her throat, and everything went cold. Frozen, she could only watch as claws ripped through the meat of Kevin’s torso. She heard a chorus of wet, tearing sounds and Kevin’s cries that shifted from words to nonsense syllables before becoming a single, keening note of torture. Above it all, Dani barked like a rabid dog. Jen could hear her teeth clack together at the end of each angry, staccato outburst. She heard something crack, and she thought it might be Kevin’s ribs. It didn’t matter. In the next moment, Dani dove forward and bit deep into her husband’s throat. Kevin’s wail became a gurgle and then became silence as his upper body spasmed, arms flopping against the cabin floor. Strings of flesh and tendon stretched and then tore as Dani wrenched back with her head, snarling the entire time. Kevin’s body fell still, and for a moment all Jen could hear was her sister’s chewing.

    “Dani?” The name was almost a hushed prayer on her lips, barely more than a frightened breath.

    Her sister whirled toward her, climbing off Kevin’s corpse and waiting in a crouch, the growl in her throat growing louder by the second. Out of options, Jen screamed through her pain as she rolled onto her belly and started crawling. With every movement, her body became a seared landscape, burned and rebuilt just to burn again. Through grit teeth, she screeched. Inch by agonized inch, she approached the tear in the cabin’s side, and through her pain she heard the sounds of fighting, and she knew she was trapped. Still, she crawled, tears hot in her eyes, her pelvis an angry mass of broken, grinding bones. She crawled because she still heard the wet sounds of her lover being torn apart, because she heard Dani’s growls and barks and the horrible sound of her digging into flesh with her teeth and claws. Why in hell did her sister have claws?

    The answer wasn’t as important as escape. If she could get clear of the wreckage, she could crawl into the forest and hide. She reached with both hands and grabbed a seat that was still connected to the floor, dragged herself a foot closer to the opening. Maybe six feet left to go.

    She heard angry footsteps behind her. A scream ripped free of her throat, and she made a final, scrambling attempt at freedom, kicking with both legs and sobbing as the pain stole most of her strength. Her fingertips dug into the thin, useless carpet, and she kept trying to pull herself forward even as claws grabbed hold of her hair and yanked back her head.

    “No!” It was the only word in her head.

    The hands - the claws - tightened, and then they shoved down. She started to scream as the floor raced toward her, but then she struck hard, and everything disappeared.

    


TWELVE



    

    Potter didn’t realize he’d been knocked unconscious until he woke with a start. He sat up in a hurried, jerking way, and his head went soft and heavy, threatening to put him under again. As he rolled over and rose to his knees, he shoved the heel of his hand into his mouth and bit down. The sting of teeth in meat woke him, and he climbed to his feet, careful of his injured knee. Everything throbbed. Flashes of memory told him Greg had knocked him out, striking him with fists made of claws, baring teeth that looked more animal than human. He didn’t want to believe it, but the fact that he was up and moving and singing with pain told him this was reality and not some nightmare.

    Shannon!

    The reporter had been there when Greg attacked, but now he didn’t see any sign of her. He was alone beside the fire they’d built. Looking around, he didn’t spot a trail of any kind. He tried to think of where Greg might have taken her or why he hadn’t taken both of them. Maybe the bass player planned to return for him.

    He was still asking questions when his eyes passed over the wrecked fuselage and he remembered Jen and Kevin. Cold fear filled him as he raced toward the downed plane. He didn’t hear any voices, no cries for help or panicked questions. When he called out their names, no one answered. Still, he dared to hope.

    His hope died when he clambered into the wrecked plane and saw Kevin’s body. At first, he thought the monster had killed him. No person could have ripped a body apart that way. What remained of Dani’s husband looked less like a corpse and more like a pile of meat that had been pulled and twisted and torn in a dozen ways. His throat was a slashed ruin, and his chest and belly were a wasteland of destroyed organs and splintered bone. Above it all, Kevin’s eyes stared at something horrible on the ceiling. His mouth hung open in a death scream that had gone silent.

    Potter staggered backward, collapsing to the cabin’s floor when his foot came down on a discarded seat cushion. Still, he stared at Kevin’s mangled remains. They held him like a threat he couldn’t ignore. Only the slow dawning that Jen wasn’t there, that he saw no sign of her, shook him out of his state.

    Jesus Christ. Both Jen and Shannon had disappeared. Maybe Greg would come back for him, but waiting around to see wasn’t an option. He lumbered out of the broken fuselage, searching his mind for some idea of where to start. When he saw his discarded spear, he snatched it up and held it close. Then, he looked around for some clue of which direction they might have gone. Nothing looked different to him. It was all the same mess it had been for more than twenty-four hours, wreckage and chaos. Only the fire was different, and it didn’t illuminate some obvious path or trail. More than at any other point since the crash, he felt lost. Somewhere, he suspected the old notebook paper that housed his To-Do List was burning.

    The first tears welled in his eyes before he realized they were approaching. His face flushed with heat, and the tears spilled down his cheeks as the first sob clucked in his throat. The second sob almost bent him in half. The Old Man. Marie. The Frequency Brothers. Shannon. One after the other, he’d let them down. He’d failed as a son and a brother, as a manager and friend and protector. Something seeped from him, and he realized it was the last of his strength, the final essence of his will. He didn’t want to live anymore, couldn’t stand the thought of fighting for something as simple as survival. It was too much weight, and he couldn’t keep it afloat. He sank with it, collapsing to the ground and screeching into the dirt, trying to push all his exhaustion and anger and futility out in one agonized sound. When it didn’t work, he pounded his fists into the dirt, something in his mind telling him he looked like a child, and the rest of him refusing to care. Let the monster stomp out of the woods and destroy him. He deserved it.

    A scream cut through the night, full of pain and terror, and it hooked his attention in an instant. It died and then rose again, and he zeroed in on the direction from which it came. His breath rattled in and out. The scream came again, and it flipped a switch in him. His mouth became a grim line. Once again, he reached out and grabbed the spear in a tight fist. He needed to keep trying. Jen and Shannon needed him on the clock. Without another thought, he rose to unsteady feet and loped into the darkness, determined to do whatever he could.

    

***



    

    Shannon crawled out of the black fog of unconsciousness a moment before Greg tossed her from his shoulder to the ground. The impact dimmed the lights in her head, and she feared they’d go out again. She clamped her eyes shut and tightened every muscle she could find, and somehow that helped. Her dizziness disappeared, and she lifted her head from the ground to see what was happening.

    First, she saw the three figures. Without the firelight, it took her a second to recognize the two pilots. A second later, she recognized Curtis, his body slumped against the other two. His T-shirt was soaked, a hole torn in the belly. Greg had told her how the monster had ripped his friend’s body from a piece of jagged scrap, and now she saw the evidence. A part of her flared with sympathy for Greg, but she couldn’t forget the way he’d attacked her or ignore the way he now stalked through the clearing like an angry gorilla, the shiny black claws that used to be his hands dangling almost to the ground. The pieces were fitting together faster and faster, bringing her closer to the truth of the situation.

    She looked beside her and saw Jen’s sprawled body. Even unconscious, pain lined the woman’s face. Her skin shined with sweat, her mouth a crimped line.

    The monster stomped into view before she could examine Jen closer. It carried what appeared to be a femur in one claw, its end sharpened like a dagger. With purpose, the beast strode across the clearing and over the three corpses in its center. When she realized it was coming for her, a scream filled her chest and then blasted out her throat. It drew closer, and it lifted the sharpened bone over its head. She tried to scramble, but her legs felt slow and weak as she kicked them against the ground. Within seconds, the monster stood over her and her scream turned into a hot breeze through her numb throat.

    Reality froze for an instant, everything still and silent like the moment between when a sparking fuse disappears and a stick of dynamite explodes, and then the beast stabbed down with the femur. The bone pierced the top of Shannon’s thigh and kept going. A new cry erupted from her as she felt the bone sink into the ground and stick there, her entire leg burning like wildfire. It had staked her. Holy shit, it had staked her to the ground.

    Shannon grabbed the spear of bone with both hands and kept screaming. The torture that coursed through her would allow nothing else. When the shriek collapsed into a fit of sobs, she leaned forward and shuddered, too wracked by pain to hold her leg still. Another scream tore through her, and then she was too exhausted to do anything but breathe. She sat, eyes closed, her hands around the bone that wouldn’t let her move. Only when she felt a heavy silence did she open her eyes again.

    They were looking at her. Greg, Dani, and the creature watched her, their faces devoid of any expression. Her eyes played over each of them and then returned to Greg. Maybe she hoped he’d recognize her and return to his senses. If he did, he gave no sign. His stare was blank as slate.

    “Fuck you.” The words tasted like ash on her tongue. She spit them out and then spit again. “Fuck all of you!”

    One by one, they turned away as though she didn’t matter. Anger boiled in her belly. She felt like an insect under glass, nothing more than a curiosity. Her fingers squeezed the bone that held her, and she thought there was enough rage in her hands to turn the bone to powder.

    “You motherfuckers! I will kill every last one of you for this. Look at me!”

    But they refused. Instead, they approached the trees bordering the clearing and dug into their trunks with black claws. Shannon looked around and saw most of the trees had already been marked with symbols like those they’d found near the sinkhole. She looked at the symbols and then the trio of corpses. When she remembered the bones and other scraps they’d seen in the sinkhole, another piece fell into place. It was a big piece, and she felt her guts fall with it.

    A groan at her side tore her from her thoughts. She looked down and saw Jen’s eyes flutter open. Surprise filled those eyes, and panic followed. Before the woman could move or scream, Shannon clamped a hand over her mouth. Jen grabbed her wrist with both hands, and Shannon pressed down. The guitarist’s eyes found hers, and she saw recognition there. Calm and slow, she shook her head at Jen. She wanted to believe she needed the woman quiet for their safety, but the truth was she feared another round of screams would break her. Instead, she wanted quiet, something that would let her think.

    Holding her breath, all she could hear was the scratching of claw against soft, healthy wood. The sound filled her with dread. It suggested teamwork and purpose, and when she added that to the trio of corpses and the way Greg and Dani had started changing, it could only mean something insane and horrible was happening in the clearing. She’d lost the luxury of pretending this might only be an act of violence. This was bigger, and she was powerless to do anything but wait.

    Jen’s hand appeared on hers, and she grasped it, lacing her fingers with the guitarist’s and holding tight. Together, their hands trembled. A thought cycled through her mind again and again, and she was sure it occupied Jen’s brain, as well.

    What’s our role in this?

    The carving stopped, all three figures finishing a symbol in the same moment. Silence dropped over the clearing as they turned to face the bodies in the center. Shannon squeezed Jen’s hand as though it were a lifeline, her teeth digging into her lip and her heart slamming against her ribcage. To her, it felt like the entire world was holding its breath.

    A new sound rose, something dry and soft. It took her several moments to realize it came from the clearing’s center, and in the darkness it took far more time to realize what she was seeing.

    The ground was moving. Like water in high winds, the dirt surrounding the three dead men rippled. She struggled to think of some other time she’d seen it happen, an earthquake, maybe, or some other natural disaster. Anything that could be considered normal in some way. Her chest constricted around her pumping heart, because she knew that wasn’t the case. Something terrible - something unnatural - was happening, and here she was staked to the ground, a crippled guitarist at her side, watching it unfold.

    Jen’s hands pulled at her. She tried patting the woman’s shoulder, but she knew it was an ineffectual gesture. Her body quaked as the dread inside her filled to bursting.

    With a sound like a whisper through old paper, something broke through the soil. Shannon leaned forward before she thought better of it, and the bone piercing her leg sent a jangle of pain through her body. She gritted her teeth and squinted her eyes, and through the receding crackle of her suffering she saw the hands. There were a few at first, but more sprouted from the ground by the second, and soon there were dozens. Gray and black and a few almost chalk white, they reached from the soft ground and grasped at the three bodies.

    Beside her, Jen screamed. Shannon wanted to join her, but her breath had disappeared. Everything became distant, almost matter-of-fact in its madness. With a strange calm, she watched as the score of hands grabbed at the dead bodies and began to tear, those unable to reach digging at the ground, pulling everything down. It was the start of a new sinkhole, a feeding ground for something she’d never encountered, never even dreamed.

    She heard the rending of flesh and the snapping of bones over the patient sifting of dirt, and somehow it made a strange kind of sense to her. Dozens of hands beneath the ground, pulling at dead bodies and digging a new sinkhole. It made just as much sense as a monster running around the woods and the symbols carved into the trees. Greg and Dani slipping into insanity and beginning to change was just another facet of the craziness. When their plane had crashed, the world had turned insane, and she finally accepted it. Listening to the crunch and tear of bodies under grasping hands - Jen pulling at her as if she might save them - she decided there was no reason not to try. If the world was crazy, she had nothing to lose.

    Grabbing hold of the bone that held her to the ground, she began pulling.

    

***



    

    From the shadows beyond the clearing, Potter watched in breathless silence. Even after seeing so much - after hiding beneath an instrument panel while a creature right out of a nightmare stole bodies from around him - he had trouble believing his eyes. He jammed his fingers into his mouth and bit down again, hoping it might bring him out of some dazed hallucination, but the hands remained. They tore apart the dead bodies even as they dug into the ground, the dirt sinking at an incredible rate. Already the bodies had dropped more than a foot below the plane of the forest floor, and the sinkhole just kept getting deeper. He thought of an hourglass, the sand running out of the top faster and faster, like the world underneath was hungry.

    As he watched, he tried to creep closer to Jen and Shannon. A part of him wondered why Greg and Dani hadn’t brought him to the clearing. Had it maybe been a matter of too much to carry? Maybe they’d planned to return for him, only to get caught up in their ritual. Or maybe they didn’t need him, so they’d decided he didn’t matter. From what he’d seen, the creature that appeared to be in charge was cunning, but not terribly smart. It was a guess, but he hoped he was right. Even now, Greg and Dani joined the creature in watching the hands work. If they remembered the two women, they weren’t interested in them.

    The ground gave way faster, the dead, ruined bodies sinking lower. Already, the hole had reached four feet in depth. As some of the hands destroyed each corpse with violent abandon, the rest tore at the ground. He saw the ruined scalp of one of the pilots disappear from view, and the others followed. Soon, all that remained was the grisly chorus of bodies being ripped apart and crushed while the ground opened with a sound like sand pouring from a jar.

    Still, he crept closer to Jen and Shannon. The darkness made stealth difficult, but he took his time, keeping his eyes ticking from the women to the hole to the monster and his former friends. As his feet rolled along the ground, he thanked the pine needles for the cushion they provided. Soon, he found himself pressed against a pine at the clearing’s edge, maybe ten yards from Shannon and Jen. The reporter had her hands on a piece of bone that had been used to stick her to the ground like an insect to a board, and he saw the strain on her face as she tried to yank it loose. He wondered what damage removing the spear might do, if it would leave her bleeding to death, but he knew he’d do the exact same thing if trapped in that way.

    Hoping the shadows were still on his side, he tried to decide on a course of action. Jen couldn’t walk or even stand, but he doubted Shannon would be winning any footraces, either. That left him trying to sneak away with two people who were so injured the slightest move might set them shrieking. The only real way to insure their safety would be to take out the other three. How on earth was he supposed to do that, though? Even without Greg and Dani going native, he didn’t know if he could defeat that creature. And could he really bring himself to off two people he considered friends?

    Maybe there was another way. If he could kill the beast, maybe Greg and Dani would snap out of it? He doubted it was anything more than a pipe dream, but he could try. If he failed, he’d face the consequences.

    His body tensed. In his chest, his breath swelled and grew hot. He checked his To-Do List, the notebook paper easy to see in his mind’s eye.

    

    1. Save the fucking day or die trying

    

    For a second, his thoughts drifted to the Old Man. Right now, his father was lying in a hospital bed, machines making sure he kept breathing. In a way, he almost envied the man. At least he didn’t have to make those hard decisions. Not like the rest of them.

    Here we go, Dad, he thought. Maybe I’ll see you after.

    He stepped forward, and a terrible quiet dropped on the clearing. The sounds of rending and digging hands stopped, and all that remained were Shannon’s pained grunts as she tried to free her leg. Potter froze, his eyes on the scene as Dani, Greg, and the monster turned as one to stare at the struggling reporter. Her grunts became a frustrated whine as she kept tugging. Jen clawed at her with one hand and pointed with the other, but the reporter ignored her.

    Without a word, Greg and Dani started around the hole, heading for the pair. Before he could think to reconsider, Potter stepped into the clearing, brandishing the spear.

    Then, something roared with a sound like a jet engine. The sound filled Potter’s head, knocking him to one knee. He dropped the spear and shoved the heels of both hands to his temples. Jesus, he’d never heard something so loud. Through eyes that were narrowed to slits, he looked at the beast, expecting to see it charge. Instead, the monster peered into the hole, an expression he thought might have been joy on its silent face. With dawning horror, Potter realized the cry was coming from the bottom of the sinkhole. The roar ended, and his mind filled with images of what could make such a noise, and then the cry came again, chasing away every idea and tearing a scream from his throat. He collapsed, his body going limp and his chin crashing to the dirt.

    His scream died and became a groan. Everything felt soft and exhausted. As the latest angry bawl ended, he tried to lift himself from the ground, only to find his arms refused to obey. With dimmed vision, he saw Jen and Shannon sprawl across the ground, hands clamped over their ears. They didn’t protest as Dani and Greg stalked toward them, and Jen gave no struggle as the two dragged her to her feet. She only howled with pain as they hauled her to the sinkhole’s edge.

    “Don’t.” The word disappeared beneath the roar, and he wasn’t even sure he’d said it. Fighting to rise to his feet, he saw Jen start fighting, her arms whipping back and forth as she tried to break free of her sister and bandmate’s grip. He watched as Dani dug into her sister’s forearm with hands that had become black claws, their tips sinking deep and drawing blood. Jen screeched and tried to tear away her arm, but her sister only dug deeper.

    Potter made it to his feet and remembered to grab his weapon before charging. The ground quaked, and the air throbbed around him. His hearing had disappeared, swallowed by a wave inside his head, and with every step he fought to keep from falling. The pair of friends who had become monsters shoved Jen closer to the sinkhole’s edge, almost holding her over it now. He saw the guitarist look into the hole, and then she bucked hard against her captors’ grip. They held on fast, and Greg lifted a glistening claw to her throat.

    “No!” His balance threatened to send him crashing down again, but he fought through it and kept his feet beneath him. A growl formed in his throat as he cocked back the spear and thrust it forward with all the strength he could find, and he almost cheered when the steel shaft pierced Greg’s back and broke through his sternum. Greg’s body went rigid and then collapsed forward. Potter yanked the spear free, feeling it scrape past bones and tear through tissue. He saw Jen fall to her knees, shrieking. Dani still had claws deep in the woman’s arm, and he found himself wondering madly if she’d be able to play guitar again.

    Potter knew he needed to focus on his surroundings, on the danger that surrounded him, but the sound was too much, and his equilibrium had been destroyed. He reached for Jen, and Dani let go and whipped a gleaming claw across his face. The pain was instant, and he lifted both hands to his face as he screamed, forgetting the spear and everything else. Something shoved at him, and he landed hard on the ground. His senses returned, and he wiped blood from his eyes, looking for the next attack.

    Instead, he saw Dani kick Jen into the sinkhole. The guitarist tumbled down the slope, and Potter dove after her without thinking. His hands closed around her wrist. With every ounce of weight he could find, he dug into the ground to keep the two of them from falling in completely. Her fingers clawed at him, and he looked into her eyes, trying to convey that he wouldn’t let go. Even if they killed him, he wouldn’t let go of her.

    Something moved beyond Jen, and he looked before he could stop himself.

    He wanted to scream. With every last bit of himself, he wanted to shriek until his mind shattered, but the sight waiting at the bottom of the sinkhole stole his breath and left him unable to do anything but stare and feel tears spill from his wide eyes.

    The hands he’d seen before were busy tearing Greg to pieces. Scraps of flesh and splashes of blood flew in all directions. They’d stretched further from the ground, jointed arms like boney snakes reaching and constricting, wrapping around the man’s broken body and pulling. Below them, something churned in the center of the hole, a black mass of shifting darkness that stole almost all of his strength, drew it from him as though it had its own gravity. He saw whirring teeth and angry, hungry eyes that gleamed a brighter black against the darkness. In his mind, he saw flashes of caves and holes, of men going crazy and carving into walls and digging holes deeper, slitting their own throats to feed the ground. Only he knew they weren’t feeding the ground but rather this thing that roared at him and demanded to be turned loose on the world. Tears streaming down his face, he clamped his eyes shut against the nightmare and pulled at Jen’s arm. She felt impossibly heavy, but he kept fighting, struggling for every inch as he hauled her away from the thing in the pit, that living darkness that wanted them both, wanted everything.

    He heard another sound, one that might have been an angry cry, and then Dani pounced on his back, her weight a wrecking ball against his ribs. Breath rushed past his lips and refused to return. Her claws found his sides and tore into the meat there. The pain was white hot and immediate, and he fought to keep hold of Jen’s wrist, wondering what would happen once Dani killed him, praying she didn’t send them tumbling into that churning storm of teeth and darkness alive.

    Dani’s claws felt like razors slicing their way deeper into his torso, searching for something worth destroying. Burning agony cut through him, and something that wanted to be a scream caught in his throat, cutting off his air. Still, he clutched at Jen’s wrist, trying his best to pull as the woman’s sister tore him apart.

    Darkness seeped into his vision, and he didn’t think it was from the thing made of shadows and teeth. This was unconsciousness coming to claim him. He bit down on his tongue, and the haze receded a little before growing again. Useless. They’d both die, and there was nothing he could do to stop it. Not anymore.

    Sorry, Jen. Sorry, Dad.

    But then the weight disappeared from his back. The knives in his sides stopped digging and retreated, and his breath returned in a rush of torturous air. His thoughts became a mad rush as he fought to decide what to do first. He settled on dragging Jen from the sinkhole, but his strength remained a myth, and the thing at the bottom kept roaring, the sound threatening to shatter his skull. For one terrible moment, he looked in Jen’s eyes and thought she might see hopelessness in his. Her mouth was a flat line, and her eyes brimmed with tears. No, he couldn’t let go. Not yet.

    Another set of hands appeared, reaching past his to grab hold of Jen’s arms. Shocked, he turned to find Shannon at the hole’s edge, her face tight with pain as she pulled at the guitarist. An idiot’s grin appeared on his face, and then he started pulling again, Jen’s weight moving faster now. Inch by desperate inch, they hauled her upward. When they had her free of the hole, Potter wrapped his arms around Jen and rolled, guilt rushing through him as she shouted in pain. He’d done his best, though. No one could take that away from him.

    Slowly, he turned to look for Dani. He found her a few feet away, the bone that had been used to stake Shannon sticking from her back. A lifeless stare filled her eyes.

    “Thank you,” he managed to say, though he doubted anybody could hear him. Shannon’s arms appeared around his neck, and he thought she might be laughing against his cheek. He touched her face and almost laughed, as well. There was still so much left, though. The thing in the hole, not to mention the creature that had attacked them the first night.

    His eyes flipped open wide at the thought of the creature. He’d last seen it by the sinkhole. Where had it gone?

    As if in answer, Shannon disappeared from his arms, screaming as the beast lifted her into the air.

    

***



    

    There was an awful moment when the world somehow became even worse than it had been a moment before, when she left the ground and she wasn’t sure why. Before she could draw the first breath after her initial gasp, she realized the monster had her. She could feel its massive claws pierce her like daggers made of polished stone. Its hot breath surrounded her, and she could smell the rancid musk of its fur as though the scent were clawing its way into her head.

    When it held her still, suspended over its head, the world calmed the slightest bit. The roar that had filled the clearing fell silent, and she sensed something like a deep breath, the entire world inhaling, and then a cry that was horribly similar to a cheer belted up from the sinkhole’s center. She looked, and she forgot how to scream. Even in the grip of a monster, she could have never imagined something so terrible. She’d seen Greg tumble down the sinkhole, and for a mad instant she wondered if he’d remembered himself in the moment before those whirring teeth destroyed him. She wondered what she would feel when she entered that blackness. Then, she decided she didn’t give a shit and that survival mattered more than her questions.

    Thrashing against the claws that held her, she shrieked with rage as she kicked at the beast. She felt her feet bite into the creature’s forearms, but it didn’t appear to notice. She reached for its red eyes, determined to tear them from their sockets, but the thing only lifted her higher.

    Then, it screamed. She couldn’t mistake the sound pealing from the creature as a roar or a bark or any other cry that didn’t mean terrible pain. Beneath her, the monster buckled, and she dropped several feet closer to the ground before stopping. The tortured howl blended with the triumphant cry that poured from the darkness and created a searing chorus of noise.

    She twisted in the thing’s grip, and her eyes found Potter. The man was in obvious pain, his face twisted into a hard expression of agony. He held the sharpened leg bone that had been used on her - that she’d buried in Dani’s back - and he’d stuck it deep in the monster’s chest. As she fought against its grip, Potter growled at the monster and ripped the bone free before plunging it home again. The creature yelped like a frightened dog, and she pounded her fists against its arm.

    “That’s right! Fuck you!” Laughter spilled from her as she struck the monster again and again, her fists hurting but all of it feeling triumphant. Potter was killing it. She didn’t care if it wasn’t a perfect victory. They were going to murder the thing that had terrified her and taken away a good man. She could accept that.

    But then she was flying, tumbling through the air before she even realized the thing had thrown her. A scream formed in her chest, but she hit the ground before it could escape, and then she was cartwheeling along the ground, rolling faster as the hole’s sloping walls carried her down.

    No!

    The hands slowed her. Skin the temperature of dark mud wrapped around her, and brittle nails dug into her flesh. Just like kids at a rock show, they passed her along with the care you give the day’s laundry, her body lifting and dropping, the many hands groping, squeezing, and pinching.

    Only the hands didn’t carry her toward the stage with its bright lights and fog machine. There was no barricade backed by bouncers in security yellow waiting to accept her and point her back toward the crowd. Instead, they carried her toward a calling darkness where teeth whirred like saw blades. She looked into it and forgot to scream. There was no reason. Just looking into it, she knew the darkness that waited below, that now wanted to rise out of the hole in the world. She knew it, and she hated it.

    “Choke,” she said.

    And it destroyed her.

    

***



    

    The awful fucking thing that had stolen Curtis and the pilots reared back in pain, and Potter leapt onto its chest, tearing the bone free a second time and sinking it beside a pair of wounds that were already pumping black blood. He bellowed in the bastard’s face and wanted to laugh at the pain that blazed in its eyes. Still, he refused. Anger controlled him, and he jerked the bone free and stabbed again, repeating the violent thrusts until his arms burned and then refused to obey.

    Collapsing, he rolled onto his back and let his head lull to one side. The roar from that thing in the sinkhole continued to punish his skull, but there was nothing he could do. He was too exhausted to run, maybe unable to even stand. Certainly, he couldn’t carry Jen, who he watched rock her sister’s dead body back and forth, mouthing words that he thought might have been I’m sorry. A part of him wondered if they were really safe, if maybe the darkness could reach out with all those hands or something worse and cram them into its mouth, but mostly he just wanted to lie still. His body refused to do anything else.

    Slowly, he straightened his head and looked into the night sky. The stars were out. For some reason, that made him smile.

    “Sorry, Shannon,” he said. “Sorry, Marie. Sorry, Dad. Sorry, entire goddamn world.” Then, he shut his eyes.

    


THIRTEEN



    

    After a period of time that felt like an eternity of pure, hot torture, the ungodly roar that rushed from the sinkhole began to die. At first, it only hushed a bit, but then it began to change from an angry, hungry cry to one that was almost sorrowful and scared. Jen listened to it through the ringing that filled her cranium, and she thought she understood.

    “I think it needed more,” she said after silence had filled the clearing for what she thought was ten minutes. The fact that she could hear her voice astounded her, even if it did sound like little more than an electrical buzzing.

    “What?”

    “I think it needed more,” she said. “More bodies or blood or whatever. I think it needed two - me and Rolling Stone - but it only got her.”

    “What about Greg?”

    “Maybe because he’d started changing?”

    “Maybe. I hope so.”

    She lifted herself from her sister’s corpse. The pain was immense, but it wasn’t going to get any better. She knew that, somehow.

    “You shouldn’t be moving.”

    “We shouldn’t be alive.”

    “Touche.”

    “I want to sit up a bit.”

    “That’s a terrible idea.”

    Grunting, she rolled onto her stomach and started dragging her weight across the clearing. It hurt like hell. She hissed her way through it though, Potter’s muted voice chasing her the entire way. Fuck it. Her sister and lover were dead, along with the rest of her band. She wasn’t going to be walking anytime soon. Rescue would come or it wouldn’t. She just wanted a chance to look at everything right-side up.

    The closest tree still felt miles away, but she reached it after several grueling moments that left her on the verge of unconsciousness. Her cheek against the cool ground, she breathed deep. The ground smelled stale and used, and her face wrinkled with disgust. Groaning, she rolled onto her back again, and reached up to grab hold of the tree. Inch by painful inch, she climbed upward, the trunk digging into her back. The world revealed itself in limping increments.

    She reached up again, and her fingers found a curve gouged in the wood. Frowning, she groped at the shape with wide fingers.

    It was a symbol.

    Darkness rushed in to fill her head.

    “It rises.”
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