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    PIRANHA 
 
      
 
    The right side engine of the C-47 Skytrain exploded as a bird flew into it. No one could have seen the bird coming or could have stopped it. That didn’t change the fact that the stupid animal had just likely cost everyone aboard the large transport their lives. Pieces of the exploding engine spun through the air, ripping at the C-47’s hull. A large piece of the shrapnel hammered into the plane’s left-side engine. Colonel Mercer clutched the back of the pilot seat, trying to keep himself from being flung from his feet.  
 
    Daniel, the plane’s pilot, was barking orders at his co-pilot, a wiry, redheaded man by the name of Weber.  
 
    “Hold her steady!” Daniel yelled.  
 
    “Doing my best!” Weber snapped back at him. 
 
    “How bad is the damage?” Colonel Mercer barked. 
 
    “Sir!” Daniel spat at him. “I strongly suggest you find a seat and get strapped in! That bird took out one of our engines entirely. The other is barely holding on.” 
 
    Colonel Mercer heeded Daniel’s advice, diving into one of the seats in the pilot compartment and jerking its safety harness around him. There was a clicking noise as he got it in place. 
 
    “We’re losing altitude,” Weber told Daniel. “The left-side engine is already starting to burn out!” 
 
    Colonel Mercer looked out the windows that lined the pilot compartment and saw tendrils of black smoke trailing outward from the left-side engine. It was completely ablaze, flames boiling out of it.  
 
    Kennedy had gone pale where he sat at the plane’s communications console. Marcus, the navigator, leaned over in his seat and vomited up the contents of his stomach onto the plane’s metal floor.  
 
    Seeing that, Colonel Mercer realized just how much danger they all had to be in. This operation was supposed to have been nothing more than a milk run, an easy assignment that should have been over with before he even had time to think about it. The mission he had been given was a simple one. Transport the containers in the plane’s cargo hold to their destination and be done with it. That was all. He didn’t even have a freaking clue what was in the containers that plane was carrying or why they were so important. Their contents were classified well above the level of his own security clearance. All he knew was that whatever the containers held inside of them was most certainly alive. At times, things could be heard inside the containers, thumping against, crashing into their walls, as if trying to break out and escape them. It was creepy as hell. It was against his orders to open any of the containers for any reason, not that Colonel Mercer had any desire to anyway. Whatever was inside the things could stay there and stay a mystery as far as he was concerned. Besides, right now, his focus was on just living through the next few minutes as the plane continued to lose altitude.  
 
    “Can you find a place to take us down?” Colonel Mercer shouted at Daniel. 
 
    “Working on it, sir!” Daniel answered. “We’re above Chatog River right now. If we can just keep her up and level for a bit longer, I think we can put her down in the lake that the river opens into!” 
 
    “Do it!” Colonel Mercer ordered, knowing full well that Daniel was already doing his best to do just that. He didn’t want to die either.  
 
    The plane came in hard and fast above the river. Daniel and Weber managed to keep her just high enough to avoid the trees that ran the length of the river’s banks.  
 
    “We’re going to make it!” Weber squealed in triumph. His claiming of that victory proved to be premature. As the C-47 Skytrain reached the point where Chatog River opened into Lake Monel, the plane’s right wing clipped a tree. A section of the already-damaged wing was broken away from the plane, sending it into an uncontrolled spin. Daniel and Weber were screaming at each other, fighting in vain with the plane’s controls, as she rose briefly upward, rolling onto her side, and then crashed into the lake. She hit the lake’s surface with enough force to shatter the forward windows of the pilot compartment. Shards of glass peppered Daniel and Weber with gruesome, bloody wounds, before a crashing wave of lake water flooded into the plane. It smashed into Daniel and Weber washing over them. Weber was already dead though. A shard of glass had imbedded itself in the center of his neck, killing him instantly.  
 
    Stunned by the force of the plane hitting the water, Colonel Mercer barely managed to suck in a final, deep breath before the lake water engulfed him too. The water was cold—so cold it almost sent his body into shock. Colonel Mercer fought to free himself of the safety harness that had kept him in his seat. His fingers clawed at the harness’s latch. It came undone and Colonel Mercer hurled himself free of his seat. He couldn’t see any of the others through the murky water. All he could do was try to survive. He knew his best chance of escaping the sinking C-47 was through its rear cargo doors. He swam in that direction, pushing his aching body to its limits. His lungs were already burning for air as he entered the cargo hold. As he did, Colonel Mercer saw that one of the containers had been thrown loose of the straps keeping it in place and had smashed open against the cargo hold’s left side wall. 
 
    There were several monstrous fish-like creatures swimming around madly in the water near the damaged container. The largest of the things were close to two feet in length. Colonel Mercer thanked God there were only a few that were big. However, there was also a swarm of smaller ones, all flitting about in the water. All of the monstrous fish had rows of razor-like teeth and looked fiercely hungry. Their burning red eyes glowed like hot coals. Colonel Mercer instinctively drew his Glock. He knew the pistol wasn’t designed to function underwater, submerged as he was. Still, he figured that the first round it fired would work just fine. It was going to take a hell of a lot more than a single shot to deal with all blasted monsters though. Fighting his way by them wasn’t going to be an option. Yet he had get by them. Colonel Mercer could see the plane’s rear door. It, too, had been damaged badly by the crash and was open just as he had hoped it would be. That door was his only way out. Having no other choice, Colonel Mercer hurled himself forward through the water, swimming for his life.  
 
    The larger fish took notice of him first. They came rushing to block his path. His training took over before he could even think about what he was doing as his Glock came up. He squeezed the weapon’s trigger. The power and range of his shot was greatly reduced by the water filling the cargo section, but the round he fired met one of the larger fish head-on, reducing its face to pulp. Foul, black blood exploded from where the fish’s face had been. It drove the others into a frenzy. They swarmed its corpse, tearing at it with their teeth. It was horrible. Colonel Mercer had to force himself to look away from the gruesome sight. The action he had taken cost him his only means of defense but it had also bought him time. As the other fish made a quick meal of their dead brother, he swam toward and through the cargo area’s broken rear door out into the water of the lake. Relief surged through him as he left the plane behind, kicking his way toward the lake’s surface. Colonel Mercer glanced over his shoulder back at the plane below him to see that some of the monstrous fish-things had followed him out. The creatures moved with insane speed as they came after him. Their red eyes were locked onto him as he pushed his aching body onward.  
 
    The fish overtook him easily, despite his effort to keep ahead of them. One of the smaller ones darted quickly in to tear through the cloth of his pants with its jagged teeth, taking a mouthful of his flesh from his left leg. Colonel Mercer nearly screamed from the sharp pain of the sudden wound. He fought through it and continued swimming toward the surface. His lungs felt as if they were about to rupture. He desperately needed air. Blood streamed from the bite the small monster had taken from his legs. Colonel Mercer had seen what the fish did to one of their own and knew what was about to happen to him though there wasn’t a thing he could do about it. Rushing him, the fish came at him fast. One of the larger fish bit off the pointer finger of his left hand. Another smaller one ripped at his side. Another still tore at his cheek. His upward movement came to a halt as he flailed about in the water, punching and kicking at the fish swarming him, trying to drive them away. A smaller monster fish came swimming directly toward his groin and ridded him of his manhood. Then, Colonel Mercer did open his mouth to scream. Water poured into his mouth, silencing the cry he had tried to let loose. It seeped into his lungs as the water churned red around him and the fish finally swarmed him in force.  
 
    **** 
 
    “Charlie! Hey, Charlie!” the freckled redhead running up the street to where he sat on the curb, smoking a cigarette yelled at him. Her name was Kristen. Where others saw a very hot young woman, Charlie saw her as the sister he’d never had. The two of them had been best friends since their elementary school days. He wondered what was up as he noticed her pink flushed cheeks amidst her otherwise pale as snow skin.  
 
    Charlie got up to meet her, tossing down his cigarette and grinding it out with the sole of one of his shoes. Kristen nearly barreled into him before she managed to bring herself to a stop. 
 
    “Whoa,” Charlie cautioned her.  
 
    Kristen smirked. “Sorry.”  
 
    “I take it you got one.” Charlie grinned, looking down at the bagged and boarded comic clutched in Kristen’s right hand. 
 
    “Two, actually.” Kristen smiled, handing the comic to him. “I knew you weren’t going to stand in line to get one.” 
 
    Charlie stared at the comic’s cover. A heavily armored cop sat astride a motorcycle on its cover. He didn’t know what to say. Kristen knew him well enough to know that no matter how bad he had wanted it, he wasn’t going to fight the crowd at the comic shop to get a copy.  
 
    Kristen frowned. “You could say thanks, ya know?”  
 
    “Thanks,” Charlie said sincerely. “What would I do without you?” 
 
    “Let’s hope you never have to find out.” Kristen punched his shoulder. 
 
    Charlie winced. She had hit him harder than he was expecting.  
 
    “So you coming tonight?” Kristen asked. 
 
    Charlie looked up from the comic to find her watching him closely. 
 
    “I’m thinking about it,” Charlie lied. Derrick was having a get-together out at the lake for all the town’s geeks and freaks. Charlie certainly qualified but parties weren’t his thing. He didn’t like groups. Heck, he didn’t like people period. Charlie was content having a handful of close friends like Kristen and that was enough for him. He didn’t feel the need to get out there and socialize like most people his age did. It was difficult to believe this was his last year of school. The college he applied to had accepted him and come fall, he would finally be gone and out of Sylva.  
 
    Sylva was a small town. Most everyone knew everyone else or at least something about them. He been born in its hospital and raised on its streets. His father was dead now. Killed on the job as a lineman for the electric company. His mom still worked where she always had as a waitress over at Johnson’s Diner. Not much ever changed in Sylva. Overall, that wasn’t a bad thing, but for teenagers and kids, it made things in the town rather stale and boring. There wasn’t a lot to do if you weren’t into hunting, fishing, or high school sports. Oh sure, the town had a theater, but a lot of Hollywood movies were crap these days. They all seemed to be just recycled junk. Only a handful of cool superhero, science fiction, and horror films came out every year, and one could only watch them so many times if the theater even kept them around for more than a week. Harold’s Comic Shop was the center of life for most of the geeks and freaks his age and younger in Sylva. New release day was akin to a local holiday among them every week. They all showed up to get their new books, hang out, and play CGCs or roleplaying games during the summer. To be truthful, the shop was crowded almost every day in summer time, so new release day was the worst. Charlie tended to avoid it. That was why Kristen had gone for him today. He was very grateful for that. Charlie had really wanted the new issue #1 of his favorite series, but now it looked like she was about to use that good deed on her part as a means to guilt him into going to Derrick’s party tonight.  
 
    “You’re thinking about it?” Kristen’s voice was cold.  
 
    “I am,” Charlie answered. 
 
    “No,” Kristen said firmly. “You’re going.” 
 
    “Kristen…” Charlie started but she cut him off. 
 
    “You’re going and that’s the end of it,” Kristen told him. “Stephanie will be there.” 
 
    Charlie retreated a step from Kristen like a vampire cringing away from a cross.  
 
    “Look…” he stammered. “You know how I feel about people and crowds. That’s why you got this for me!”  
 
    Charlie shook the comic at her.  
 
    “Sure I do, Charlie, and most of the time, I am willing to let you be as anti-social as you want but not tonight. This is your shot! Stephanie dumped Jeff yesterday. She’s single again now,” Kristen said. 
 
    “How do you even know stuff like that?” Charlie asked. 
 
    “Word gets around, Charlie. Sylva isn’t exactly a sprawling metropolis.” Kristen seemed offended that he had questioned her on such a thing. “She’s a beautiful girl, Charlie. If you don’t make your move now…you may not get the chance to do it. You’re not the only guy in town who has been lusting after her for years, you know?” 
 
    “Kristen, even if I go to this party, I wouldn’t have a clue what to say to her,” Charlie admitted.  
 
    “Charlie…” Kristen sighed. “Just be yourself and talk to her. That’s all you have to do.” 
 
    “Okay,” Charlie agreed, his shoulders slumping in defeat. “I’ll go.” 
 
    “Yeehaw!” Kristen jumped up and down on the street. “Now, we’re going to need to work on your look. I’ll need you to be at my house by five. No later.” 
 
    “My look?” Charlie frowned but Kristen had already whirled about and was taking off down the street.  
 
    “See ya then, Charlie!” Kristen called back at him. “Don’t be late!” 
 
    Charlie stood, shaking his head and wondering how Kristen always seemed to talk him into junk like this. Tonight was going to be a nightmare.  
 
    “I can’t believe it,” a voice said to him. Charlie spun around and saw Brent smirking at him. Brent was a big guy. He stood close to seven feet tall and was all muscle from head to toe. The school’s football team had to special order his uniforms. “Charlie, you’re a freaking idiot, brother!” 
 
    “Like you’re one to talk,” Charlie growled. Brent’s grade were among the worst in school. If it weren’t for Charlie’s help, the big guy would have been kicked off the football team because of his academics a long time ago. Charlie tutored Brent when there was no other choice but usually he just wrote his papers for him. They were just as an unlikely a pair as he and Kristen were, but Brent had been he and Kristen’s third wheel for almost as long as they had been friends.  
 
    “That girl is head over heels for you, man,” Brent told him. “Why on Earth you’ve never made a move with Kristen is beyond me.” 
 
    “Shut up.” Charlie glared at Brent. “She’s like a sister to me and you know it. We’re just friends. That’s all.” 
 
    “Right,” Brent grunted. “You keep telling yourself that, bro. If I were in your place, she and I would be off in the woods somewhere right now being friendly for sure.” 
 
    “And yet, have you ever once told Kristen how you feel, Brent?” Charlie challenged the big guy. 
 
    “She knows.” Brent shrugged. “You can bet on that. I’m just not the one she’s interested in. Never have been. That’s you, brother.” 
 
    Brent changed the subject before Charlie could outright explode on him. “See you got that book you were wanting. I mean, that’s it in your hand, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Charlie said. “Kristen picked me up a copy this morning.” 
 
    Ignoring the mention of Kristen in fear of where bringing her back up might lead, Brent said, “I heard her telling you to talk to Stephanie tonight. You gonna do it?” 
 
    Charlie was quiet for a moment. “Maybe…” 
 
    “You should,” Brent urged. “How long has it been since the last time you were even on a date, Charlie? But hey! That’s none of my business, right? I’m just a big, dumb jock trying to help a friend who is too freaking stubborn to listen to anyone, even someone as hot as Kristen is.” 
 
    “Brent…” Charlie sighed. “I’m sorry. I know you and Kristen are right. It’s just…” 
 
    “Just what? You of all people can’t handle rejection? Not buying that, Charlie. I know you and I know exactly how tough you are when it gets right down to it,” Brent said. “If you’re not going to make a move on Kristen, for frag’s sake, man, talk to Stephanie. The summer’s going to fly by and then you’ll be out of here either way. Don’t leave this town regretting things that could have been.” 
 
    Charlie smiled at Brent. “You’re too dang wise for a guy who gets knocked around as much as you do.” 
 
    “See ya tonight then?” Brent asked. 
 
    “I’ll be there,” Charlie promised. “We both know Kristen will skin me alive if I’m not.” 
 
    ****  
 
    Deputy Robbins rolled his eyes. “Give it a rest, Zeke.”  
 
    Zeke smelt worse than he looked and that was pretty dang bad. His unkempt hair was a mess atop his head, gray and matted by sweat and filth. The old man’s clothes were tattered and stained. He reeked of body odor. Deputy Robbins would have bet his weekly paycheck that the old man hadn’t bathed in a month. Zeke’s breath was like pure vodka, his eyes bloodshot and red. The old man was Sylva’s most annoying drunk. At least twice a week, Zeke ended up in a holding cell during the summer. He seemed to live in one during the winter. Robbins figured the old man thought it was better than being alone on the streets. Zeke had disappeared for a few days recently. Supposedly, he had trekked way out into the woods to the north of Sylva, up around Lake Monel. The old man claimed he had gone out into nature to hunt and try to get himself cleaned up. Robbins doubted that. More likely, the old man had somehow come into some cash and went on a wild bender up there. Ever since Zeke had come back, he’d been into the station everyday around noon like clockwork, wanting to see the sheriff and telling the same story about seeing a plane go down in the lake. Robbins hadn’t let the old man waste the sheriff’s time with his crazy story. A year ago, Zeke had gotten into U.F.O.s and swore on the Bible that he had been abducted by one. It had been the same then with the old man constantly coming and trying to get the sheriff to do something about the aliens. Robbins had passed on Zeke’s claim about the plane to the sheriff. The boss had felt the same as he did himself—that the old man was full of crap and drunk out of his mind.  
 
    “I ain’t lying!” Zeke wailed. “I saw it with my own eyes!” 
 
    “I never said you didn’t, Zeke,” Robbins said, trying to get the old man to calm down. “I just said we don’t have the manpower to go up there and check it out right now. This is tourist season, Zeke. We’re pretty run ragged around here right now. Besides, something like that would have been on the news already. You don’t just lose a plane—certainly not one as large as the one you say went down in the lake.” 
 
    “You’re not listening to me, young man.” Zeke thumped a fist on the top of Robbins’ desk. “That plane didn’t look right! It didn’t have any marking on it. Not a single one. The thing looked military and was colored so that you couldn’t have seen it if it weren’t for the smoke coming out of its messed-up engines.” 
 
    “That’s enough, Zeke,” Deputy Robbins warned. The old man’s blow to his desk had been hard enough to knock over his cup of pens and spill them all across the paperwork he had been working on before the old man showed up. “I’ve told Sheriff Hanson about it and we’ll get up there to check things out as soon as we can. You acting out like this isn’t going to make that happen any faster.” 
 
    “You’re gonna regret not listening to me,” Zeke promised. “That plane had no business in these parts, I tell you. It just wasn’t normal.” 
 
    Deputy Chase had been watching Zeke from his desk as the old man raged on. He got up and came over as Deputy Robbins rose from his chair.  
 
    “You got two choices in this moment, Zeke,” Deputy Robbins said. “You can calm down and leave this station quietly or I’ll lock you up—not just for a night, but for the rest of the week.” 
 
    Zeke glared at Robbins. “Fine. I’ll go. But tell the sheriff I ain’t lying, wasn’t drunk either. Not really. I saw what I saw and I know it was real.” 
 
    “Deputy Chase, if you would be so kind as to show Zeke here out.” Deputy Robbins nodded toward the station’s front door.  
 
    “You got it.” Chase smiled, taking hold of the old man’s arm. 
 
    Zeke wrenched his arm free of the young deputy’s hold on it. “Get your hand off me, boy! I know where the fragging door is!” 
 
    Chase and Robbins watched the old man go. He disappeared out the station’s front door onto the street outside it.  
 
    “That guy has some serious issues,” Chase commented. 
 
    “You’re telling me?” Robbins chuckled. “You haven’t been with us long enough to really get to know him yet.” 
 
    Chase shrugged. “At least he left without any real trouble.”  
 
    “But you can bet he’ll be back tomorrow.” Robbins plopped back into the chair behind his desk. “You can count on that. When Zeke gets the addled mind of his locked onto something, he doesn’t let it go easy.” 
 
    “You ever wonder if maybe this time he’s telling the truth?” Chase asked. 
 
    Robbins laughed. “That’s about as likely as there being a tribe of Sasquatch living in the woods up there, just waiting on a reason to go war with this town.” 
 
    Chase smirked. “I read a horror novel like that once.”  
 
    Robbins cocked an eyebrow at Chase. “That so?” 
 
    “Yeah.” Chase nodded. “It was a pretty fun one too.” 
 
    “Aren’t you due out on patrol?” Robbins asked. 
 
    Chase glanced at his watch. “Yes, sir. Guess I better get going.” 
 
    Robbins snorted. “You said it, not me. Now get out there and do your job, rook.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” Chase turned and headed for the station’s front door, fishing the keys of his patrol car out of the pocket of his pants. The keys jingled as he walked away.  
 
    Robbins sighed and shook his head. Chase had a lot of potential. If he didn’t, Sheriff Hanson never would have hired him on. Still, the kid grated on his nerves sometimes. Robbins picked up his spilled pens, putting them back in the coffee mug where he kept them, and setting it back like they should be on his desk. He hoped the day could only get better. Surely the worst of it was over and what was left to come would be a heck of a lot less frustrating.  
 
    ****  
 
    Sheriff Mike Hanson was snoring loudly right up until the moment he rolled over and thudded onto the floor of his living room. He was jarred awake by the impact, snapping back into consciousness. One of his hands shot up to grab the front of the couch he had fallen asleep on and the other the side of the coffee table next to it.  
 
    “Damn it,” Sheriff Hanson muttered, heaving himself up from the floor. He climbed back onto the couch, sitting on its edge. There was sunlight pouring through the living room window. He looked at his watch. It was past noon. How in the devil had he let that happen? Sheriff Hanson knew that Robbins would cover for him. That was why Robbins was his trusted second-in-command at the station. Still, his mess-up ticked him off. He was the fragging sheriff, not the town drunk. There was no excuse for crap like this. Sheriff Hanson hadn’t meant to oversleep but then he hadn’t planned on drinking as much last night as he had either. Yesterday had been the seventh of July and his wedding anniversary…or it would have been if Heather was still alive. She had been the center of his world. When cancer took her from him last fall, he had almost put the barrel of his shotgun in his mouth and went to join her in heaven. Sheriff Hanson would have too, he had no doubt of that, if it hadn’t been for Charlie. He and Heather never had children of their own. Heather had been content with the kids she taught at school and he hadn’t wanted a child to grow up wondering if his or her dad would make it home from work alive every night. But in the end, Heather’s career and the kids at school hadn’t really been enough for her. She had latched onto one of her troubled students, basically adopting the kid in spirit. Charlie was a truly gifted kid. His I.Q. was off the charts, according to Heather. He was one hell of a writer too she had said. But Charlie’s home life was a mess. His dad had been killed in a tragic accident and his mother’s life was consumed with just trying to keep food on their table. Amanda was a good woman, Sheriff Hanson knew that, but a kid like Charlie needed more in his life than just a mother who was rarely home when he was and as thus, Heather had taken Charlie under her wing. The two of them had become as close as mother and child. He and Charlie had never really gotten along but Heather had made him promise to look after the kid. It was the one thing she had asked of him and Sheriff Hanson had done his best not to let her down in keeping the promise he had made. It wasn’t an easy thing either. Charlie had come to Heather’s funeral and was likely the one other person there in as much pain at her losing as he had been himself. Sheriff Hanson had tried to reach out to the kid but their grief pushed them apart. Neither of them could get a handle on it well enough to be there for the other. Charlie saw him as just another authority figure trying to control his life while Sheriff Hanson had to admit that maybe that’s exactly what he was. There was no common ground for them. Charlie was a geek and he had grown up a military kid himself. Nonetheless, Sheriff Hanson kept trying. He had to and couldn’t live with himself if he just gave up and turned his back on Charlie. 
 
    Last night, the pain of losing Heather had been the worst it been in a long, long while. He had sat on the couch, watching episodes of her favorite shows that he never been able to delete from the DVR and pretending Heather was right there on the couch next to him like she should have been. What started out as a single beer to take the edge off had spiraled out of control into nearly a dozen bottles. There was nothing he could do about that now though.  
 
    Sheriff Hanson hurried through a quick shower and got into a clean uniform. He had put on some coffee first and it had finished brewing by the time he was ready for it. Pouring a travel mug full of hot, steaming blackness, Sheriff Hanson burnt his tongue taking a swig from it. Cursing, travel mug in hand, he rushed out of the house to where his patrol car was waiting in the drive. As soon as he was in the driver’s seat, Sheriff Hanson grabbed up the car’s radio.  
 
    “Maggie, you there?” he asked into it. 
 
    “Where else would I be?” the feisty dispatcher’s voice answered him. “I think the question is where the hell are you? You were supposed to be here four hours ago.” 
 
    “Uh…yeah…sorry about that. Had some personal business come up unexpectedly,” Sheriff Hanson lied. “I’m on my way in now. Anything going on that I should know about?” 
 
    “Not really,” Maggie answered. “It’s just another day in Sylva. Couple of traffic tickets, one disorderly conduct down over at Luke’s Bar last night, and old Zeke came in today to give Deputy Robbins hell again over that crap he’s still claiming he saw out at the lake.” 
 
    Sheriff Hanson breathed a sigh of relief that he hadn’t missed anything really important that Robbins couldn’t cope with.  
 
    “Copy all that,” Sheriff Hanson told her. “I’m gonna swing by a drive-thru and pick up some breakfast on my way. You want anything?” 
 
    “I think you mean lunch,” Maggie quipped. “But no, I’m fine. Just get your butt over here already.” 
 
    Sheriff Hanson laughed. “Yes, ma’am.”  
 
    “And don’t call me that!” Maggie’s voice was shrill. “I’m a decade younger than you are, Sheriff.” 
 
    Sheriff Hanson put down the car’s radio and cranked up its engine. Shifting the patrol car into reverse, he rolled it out of his driveway onto the road. As he did, Sheriff Hanson changed his mind about picking up something from a drive-thru. He drove on up the road toward Johnson’s Diner instead. It had been weeks since he had checked in on Amanda or Charlie. The guilt of that stung him sharply as he thought about his promise to Heather again. Maggie had pretty much told him that Robbins had things under control for the time being. It wouldn’t hurt to stop in and see her on his way to the station.  
 
    The lunch rush was coming to an end as Sheriff Hanson’s patrol car pulled into the lot outside Johnson’s Diner. He hurried inside. Joe and Stanford, two of the diner’s regulars and rednecks to their cores, sat at the counter, shoving forkfuls of meatloaf and potatoes into their mouths. There were a few other scattered patrons in the diner’s booths but they were spread out. Everyone seemed to look up as he entered. Sheriff Hanson wondered if he had put on his uniform backward or something from how they stared at him for a moment before returning to their own meals and conversations. Sometimes, he greatly enjoyed the fear, respect, or outright hate his uniform and badge put into people, but others, like now, it was just uncomfortable.  
 
    He spotted Amanda picking up an order from the window that opened into the diner’s kitchen. She looked as tired as ever. Amanda’s black hair was pulled back behind her head. Her head swiveled around to see why folks had gone quiet all of a sudden and saw him coming up to the counter. Sheriff Hanson took a seat at it just down from where Joe and Stanford were sitting. 
 
    “Afternoon, Sheriff,” Joe greeted him with a nod.  
 
    Stanford raised a cup of coffee in his direction with a wry grin on his face.  
 
    “Afternoon, Joe,” Sheriff Hanson grunted. “You boys been behaving lately?” 
 
    Joe snorted. “You know it.”  
 
    “Good to hear.” Sheriff Hanson grinned, killing time with small talk, while waiting on Amanda to come back to take his order.  
 
    When she did, Amanda’s lips were curved downward in a frown.  
 
    “What ya want, Sheriff?” she asked and he could tell she didn’t just mean his order. 
 
    “You got a minute?” He kept his voice low so that hopefully only she could hear him.  
 
    “Got break coming up. Guess I could take it now,” Amanda answered.  
 
    “Do it,” Sheriff Hanson urged her. “We need to talk.” 
 
    “Taking five!” Amanda yelled at Cody who was manning the kitchen. 
 
    “What? Now?” Cody shouted. 
 
    “You heard me!” Amanda said, took off her apron, and hung it on a wall hook near her behind the counter where she stood. “Come on, Sheriff. Let’s get this over with.” 
 
    Sheriff Hanson followed her outside. No sooner than she was out the door, Amanda fished a cigarette out of her pocket and lit up. She sucked in a deep drag from it as Sheriff Hanson frowned. 
 
    “Those things will kill you,” he commented. 
 
    “Life will kill you, Sheriff,” Amanda said, chuckling. “Might as well be happy while you’re still above ground.” 
 
    “And those things make you happy?” Sheriff Hanson asked.  
 
    “No. They keep me sane,” Amanda snapped. “Now what is it you want exactly, Sheriff? I only got five minutes so whatever it is, you better get to it.” 
 
    “I just came by to see how you were doing.” Sheriff Hanson forced a kind smile. 
 
    “You mean you came by to see how Charlie is doing,” Amanda corrected him.  
 
    “Both of you,” Sheriff Hanson protested. 
 
    “Sure.” Amanda shrugged. “Well, as you can see, things are pretty much the same for me. Crappy job. Not enough money. Just trying to make ends meet.” 
 
    “I am sorry.” Sheriff Hanson frowned. “I thought you were going back to school.” 
 
    “I tried,” Amanda told him. “Couldn’t hack it and pay the bills too.” 
 
    “Look, if you ever need…” Sheriff Hanson started. 
 
    “I ain’t looking for a hand out from you, Sheriff. Never have,” Amanda snarled. “We’re getting by. It’s not easy but it’s enough.” 
 
    “And Charlie?” Sheriff Hanson pressed. 
 
    “He got into the university he was trying for. They gave him a full ride,” Amanda said. 
 
    “Wow.” Sheriff Hanson smiled. “That’s great!”  
 
    “Dang proud of him, Sheriff.” Amanda broke down and smiled too, as if she was unable to stop herself from doing it.  
 
    “This is his last summer here then, huh? I can’t see him coming back to this town once he gets out,” Sheriff Hanson regretted what he had said as soon as the words had popped out of his mouth.  
 
    “You’re likely right.” Amanda looked away from him. “Can’t say I’ve been the best mother to him.” 
 
    “You’ve done all you could,” Sheriff Hanson assured her. “You got him through and a way out. That’s more than most kids around here can say.” 
 
    Amanda looked back at him, not saying anything more. Tears gleamed wetly in her eyes. 
 
    ‘“How’s Charlie spending his summer? I’d like to come by and see him soon if that’s okay,” Sheriff Hanson asked. 
 
    “How the hell should I know what he’s up to, Sheriff? I’m always here. We barely see each other,” Amanda said.  
 
    “Just let him know I’ll be stopping by in the next day or two,” Sheriff Hanson told her. “You hang in there, Amanda. And if you need anything… “ 
 
    “I won’t,” Amanda huffed. “My break’s over. I gotta get back in there.” 
 
    Sheriff Hanson nodded and let her go. He watched Amanda head into the diner and then started for his patrol car. His stomach rumbled but Sheriff Hanson ignored it. He could lunch somewhere else in route to the station. His business at the diner was done.  
 
    ****  
 
    Shawn stuck the hook of his fishing rod through the worm. It pierced the worm’s body easily with a sickly squishing, sort of popping noise. He made a disgusted face, dropping the hook with the worm on it into the lake’s water.  
 
    “What the devil are you doing?” Bert challenged him. “Don’t you know anything about fishing ‘cause that sure as heck ain’t how you do it.” 
 
    “No, Bert, I don’t,” Shawn snapped. “You’re the one who talked me into coming out here and doing this. I’d rather be hunting with a good rifle in my hands and you know it.” 
 
    Bert spat out a mouthful of tobacco juice into the water. “Hunting’s all well and good, boy, but it ain’t everything.” 
 
    The two of them sat at the far ends of Bert’s motor boat. Bert had cast his line five minutes ago and was kicking back, waiting on some unlucky fish to find it. “Some things you got to just learn how to do them, ya know? What you need to do is reel in your line and cast it like I did. Think you can manage that?” 
 
    Anger rose up in Shawn. He didn’t like being talked down to. Bert was one smug S.O.B. Whether he had a right to be or not, it didn’t matter.  
 
    Shawn reeled in his line and flung it out farther into the lake away from the boat where he had originally dropped it. He wasn’t an idiot no matter what Bert thought. He just hated worms. The things creeped him out and handling them was about the most disgusting thing he could think of. 
 
    “Good job!” Bert roared from where he sat near the boat’s front. “I knew you could do it.” 
 
    “Thanks.” Shawn’s reply was sharp and snide.  
 
    “Now all you have to do is sit back and wait. That’s the key to fishing, you know? Just being able let everything go and get in touch with the world around you,” Bert told him. 
 
    Shawn did as Bert advised him. He settled in and watched the water of the lake. A bird of some kind took flight in the woods near the shore. Shawn watched it soar upward into the sky and was a bit jealous of it. How the heck he had ever let Bert talk him into doing this was beyond him. Next weekend, they were going hunting again and if Bert had anything negative to say about it, Shawn planned on punching him square in the nose. 
 
    Time ticked slowly by as they sat in silence. Shawn was bored out of his mind. Bert though seemed to be enjoying himself. He sipped at a beer, keeping his other hand firmly on his fishing pole. 
 
    “Strange,” Bert finally said. “I’d really thought they would be biting a lot better out here today.” 
 
    “Really?” Shawn asked. 
 
    At that moment, something caught Bert’s line.  
 
    “Whoa!” Bert yelled, hopping to his feet and grinning ear to ear. “That’s a big one!” 
 
    Bert fought with the fish that had his line. Careful to break his rod, he struggled to reel it in.  
 
    “Careful, buddy,” Shawn warned, not really knowing what else to say. 
 
    “This sucker’s got some fight in it! That’s for sure!” Bert laughed. 
 
    “Whoa!” Bert cried out again as whatever had his line pulled on it so hard that his feet slipped out from under him. He splashed into the lake, tumbling over the side of the motor boat.  
 
    “Bert!” Shawn cried out, leaping to the boat’s edge where Bert had fallen over.  
 
    Water splashed again as Bert’s head broke the surface.  
 
    “That little…” Bert cursed.  
 
    Shawn, seeing that Bert was okay and how ticked off he was, started laughing so hard that he doubled over.  
 
    “It’s not funny, dang it!” Bert shouted at him.  
 
    “I think it is,” Shawn said, getting his laughter under control.  
 
    “Give me a hand into the boat already, will you?” Bert ordered, swimming toward it. 
 
    Bert suddenly screamed.  
 
    “Something just fragging bit me!” Bert wailed, splashing about wildly.  
 
    “What? Like a snake?” Shawn asked, leaning over the side of the boat so that he would be able to help Bert when he got there.  
 
    “Frag it!” Bert screamed again.  
 
    “Hurry up and get to the boat!” Shawn yelled, his concern growing. Bert was thrashing about in the water. It churned around him, turning red. Shawn’s eyes went wide at the sight of it. What the hell was going on? he wondered. 
 
    Bert hurled himself toward the boat but never made it. Instead, he disappeared beneath the surface of the water as if something had pulled him down.  
 
    “Bert!” Shawn screamed. “Get the hell on over here!” 
 
    Shawn was utterly freaking out. He wasn’t a fisherman like Bert but he knew something was really wrong. There weren’t any crocs or alligators in the lake. Things like them just didn’t live in the area. He didn’t have a clue what had a hold on Bert but something sure as hell did. Shawn stared at the churning water, waiting for Bert to pop back up to the surface. Bert didn’t, at least not all of him anyway. Bert’s head bobbed up first, then one of his legs about a foot away from it. Both were badly mangled, flesh ripped away from bone.  
 
    “God help us!” Shawn shrieked, dropping onto his butt in the middle of the boat as he threw himself away from its edge. What the heck was he supposed to do? His mind was as blank as adrenaline surged through him. There was no way in hell he was going into the water. Bert was dead and beyond his help. His first instinct was to reach for his cell. It had no bars. There was no signal this far out in the woods away from town and civilization. Calling for help wasn’t an option. He watched Bert’s head bouncing up and down on the lake’s surface, staring at it in grim fascination.  
 
    Heaving himself up from the floor of the boat, Shawn knew he was going to have to save himself from whatever was out there in the lake. He scrambled to get the boat’s motor going as he heard the sound of something thudding against the underside of the floor beneath him. His blood ran cold. Whatever it was in the water, it was after him now.  
 
    Shawn’s heart was thundering inside his chest, his breath coming in ragged gasps. Sweat born of fear slicked his skin. He pulled the motor’s crank with all his might. It didn’t catch and turn over. Shawn tried again. Still nothing. Another loud thump that shook the small motor boat slammed against the boat’s underside. The wood of its bottom cracked. Not enough to allow water to begin seeping into the boat but enough to terrify him even more. Shawn glanced over the side of the boat into the water. He could see fish circling the boat, all around it. There were dozens and dozens of them. All of them were black-scaled with burning red eyes filled with hunger. He yanked on the motor’s pull and this time it caught. The boat’s motor roared to life. Shawn let out a whoop of triumph. The boat shot forward. He steered it toward the shore. If he could just make it there, the nightmare he was trapped in would be over. Having seen the black-scaled fish, he knew they were what had killed Bert. They had eaten his friend alive beneath the water. The boat bounced over the water, streaking across it. Shawn looked over his shoulder and saw the fish actually chasing after the boat. What the devil? Fish weren’t supposed to do that. What the hell were these things that could eat a man and were chasing him like he was their next meal? 
 
    The boat was coming up on the shore fast but Shawn didn’t dare reduce its speed. He’d rather smack into the ground there than stay caught out on the water with the fish after him. The boat ran aground. The wood of its forward hull splintered and the impact flung him forward. He fell face-first onto its floor, grunting in pain. His nose was busted and leaking red as Shawn heaved himself up. The world was spinning before his eyes. Nonetheless, he stumbled forward, trying to get onto land as quickly as he could. He jumped out of the boat onto the shore, landing on his hands and knees. Shawn heard splashing in the water behind him. His head snapped around atop his neck to see the fish coming out of the water onto the shore. The blasted things had legs! Small, lizard-like legs protruded from the sides of their bodies just below their fins. The largest of them was over two feet in length. Looking into its red, hungry eyes, Shawn lost control of his bladder. It emptied itself inside his pants. The larger fish’s razor-like teeth were snapping together over and over, as if the thing were already chewing on his flesh. The monstrous creature was on him before Shawn could drag himself farther up the shore. Its teeth bit through the cloth of his left pants leg, sinking into him between his knee and ankle. Shawn screamed in pain and kicked at the fish with his right leg. His boot slammed into the monster, knocking it away from him. The fish appeared hurt by the blow, but it sure hadn’t killed it. The thing was freaking tough. Even as Shawn had knocked the larger fish away, a swarm of smaller ones rushed up the bank that he lay on to him. They scampered onto his body, climbing up and over it. Their teeth tore and ripped away mouthfuls of meat as Shawn rolled over, howling in pain and terror. His right hand closed around one of the smaller fish so tightly that his fingers sunk into the thing. Foul, putrid, black blood splattered out of the fish over onto his hand. Its body went limp in his grasp.  
 
    Another fish extracted vengeance on him for the death of its kindred, razor teeth snapping closed on his left hand. Shawn jerked it away from the fish, looking to see that the thing had taken off one of his fingers. Blood spurted from the stump that was all that remained of his pointer finger on that hand. Shawn hurled himself to his feet despite the wound in his leg, hobbling desperately up the shore’s slight bank. Several of the fish clung to his body, many with their teeth sunk into him. He smashed one away from his chest with a punch that sent it flying to smack into the rocks a solid three feet from where he was. A fish crawled up over his shoulder. Shawn smelt the thing’s rancid breath and stench just before its teeth bit open the side of his neck in an explosion of hot blood. His clothes and skin were drenched in his own blood, not just from the neck wound, but from the numerous other bites the things had inflicted upon his body. What fight was left in him drained away with the blood spraying from his neck. Shawn toppled forward onto the ground and lay there twitching as the fish that were already on him continued to tear at his flesh. More raced up the bank from the lake’s water to swarm over him. Shawn’s last thought was of Bert’s head floating in the water of the lake as his eyes closed and his world went black.  
 
    ****  
 
    The night was hot. The setting of the sun had done nothing to cool off the heat, at least not that Charlie could feel. The weather was calling for a bad storm to move into the area the next day. Charlie didn’t know if the distant flashes of lightning that lit up the sky were a precursor of it or merely caused by the stifling heat. Summers were always hot in Sylva. Charlie supposed that he should be used to them by now. In his eighteen years of life, he had seldom left Jackson County and western North Carolina even less. There had been his marine biology field trip two years ago to the tropics. It was his first and only time on an airplane. Charlie remembered just how afraid for flying he had been until the plane took off. Once it was in the air for a few minutes, his fear had turned to wonder as he stared out the window next to his seat at the world below. It had been like a line from one of his favorite songs by Rush. He stared down at all the lights of houses and building, thinking about all the people in them and how their lives might be different than his. Charlie had never resented his father being taken from him. The man had been abusive when he drank. Though that hadn’t been often, when it did happen, it was bad. Charlie vividly recalled the sound of a toy dart pistol his grandmother gave him for his seventh birthday smashing to pieces against the kitchen wall. The plastic gun couldn’t have cost more than a dollar or two but that thing had meant so much to his younger self. For all the yelling, cursing, even watching his mom being beaten, that one moment in time, the shattering of that plastic gun, haunted him the most. It was a symbol of just how evil a good man could be when times were tough and that man lost himself in a bottle to escape the hopelessness. If Charlie resented anyone for those horrors, it was his mother. She could have done something, anything to get them out of it all but never had. His mother remained devoted to his father right up until the day he died.  
 
    His childhood wasn’t all bad. There were lots of great memories too. His father had loved him. The two of them had played catch in the front yard, spent hours upon hours playing Magic the Gathering after Charlie had taught his dad how to play, watched horror films together on the Friday nights that his dad was home and sober. They drove his mother half-mad blasting rock music in the garage. Charlie had zero musical talent but his dad had been one heck of a drummer. His father had introduced Charlie to all types of music but it was Rush that Charlie fell in love with. Geddy Lee was freaky cool and smarter than just about anyone you could see on MTV. But it was Neil Peart that he and his dad worshipped together. His father thought Peart was the best drummer who had ever lived and Charlie was in awe of Peart’s lyrics. They had always planned on going to see Rush live together but never got around to doing it.  
 
    After his father had died, it was Kristen who saved him. Growing up next door to one another, with neither of them having any brothers or sisters, Charlie figured it was only natural that they became fast friends. Kristen had always been pretty. The two of them had flirted with romance between them before they were teenagers but agreed that they just weren’t right for each other. They were friends, pretty much family. But now, Charlie wondered if he was wrong about that. Brent sure as hell thought so. The big guy wasn’t exactly an erudite intellectual but he did have his moments of common sense and seeing things that Charlie never could have. Charlie couldn’t even process the thought that Kristen might actually be in love with him and had been for who knew how long? She knew how he felt about Stephanie. Heck, she was basically pushing him into Stephanie’s arms tonight. Kristen was the sole reason he had even come to this bloody party. She had worked her magic on him once again, talking him into something he wanted no part of.  
 
    Charlie lit up a cigarette where he leaned against the trunk of a tree at the clearing’s edge, keeping well away from where the other party-goers were mingling, shouting, drinking, and doing some rather dirty dancing. He liked the shadows and were comfortable hiding in them. Thankfully, Kristen had gone off to dance with some guy she had just met and was leaving him alone for the time being. That meant he could be as bloody anti-social as he wanted to until she got back and Charlie was taking full advantage of that. There were about three dozen kids his age or younger at the party. Not a single one of them was old enough to be drinking but they were. That’s what teenagers were supposed to do, he reckoned. Anything was better than the bored state of living in a small town like Sylva. Charlie didn’t know where Derrick had gotten so much beer from and he didn’t want to. Charlie might smoke but he drew the line there having seen firsthand what drinking could do to a person in his dad.  
 
    “Hey!” a female voice called to him from the trees to his right.  
 
    Charlie looked over and saw Stephanie staring at him from them. She was bloody stunning in a white T-shirt and cut-off shorts. Her long blonde hair flowed down over her lightly tanned shoulders.  
 
    “Hey,” Charlie managed to croak in response, trying to look cool and detached.  
 
    “You’re Charlie Taylor, aren’t you?” Stephanie asked. “We’re in advanced English together.” 
 
    Charlie nodded, his cheeks flushing. “Yep. That’s me.” 
 
    “I’m Stephanie,” she said to him, stepping out of the trees and closer to where he stood. 
 
    “I know who you are,” Charlie said. “You’re pretty hard not to notice.” 
 
    Stephanie chuckled. “Is that so?” 
 
    “You’re the only other person in the class who really seems to get what Mr. Beckman is teaching.” Charlie nodded. “I loved that paper you read about Mary Shelley. It was brilliant.” 
 
    “Thanks.” Stephanie smiled. “You’re kind of odd, aren’t you?” 
 
    “What?” Charlie stammered, wondering just how big of a dork he had made of himself.  
 
    “We’re at a party in the middle of summer and you bring up Gothic literature. Not sure I’ve ever had a guy say something like what you just did to me before.” Stephanie was still grinning. 
 
    “Well, it was true,” Charlie said a bit too quickly in response, sounding more defensive than he would have liked. 
 
    Stephanie stared at him. “I’m sorry that I don’t remember what your big, year-end paper was about. I remember it being interesting though,” Stephanie said. 
 
    “Lovecraft,” Charlie told her. 
 
    “Excuse me?” Stephanie’s demeanor shifted as if he had made her uncomfortable. 
 
    “Howard Phillips Lovecraft,” Charlie explained. “That was the author I did my paper on.” 
 
    “Oh.” Stephanie nodded. “I remember now. He was that creepy, racist guy right?” 
 
    It was Charlie’s turn to laugh. “Yeah, that’s him. Regardless though, Lovecraft was and is one of the most important writers to all of the science fiction and horror genres.” 
 
    “Maybe I’ll read something by him sometime if he’s as good as you say he is, Charlie,” Stephanie said. 
 
    “Lovecraft isn’t for everyone,” Charlie added. “His diction was pretty over the top and his stories were a lot more intense and deep than the crap you see in horror these days.” 
 
    “Are you implying that I might not be able to handle Lovecraft?” Stephanie asked with a smirk. 
 
    “I am just saying his work might not be your thing,” Charlie answered honestly and then changed the subject. “Now I have a question for you.” 
 
    “Shoot,” Stephanie urged him.  
 
    “What the heck is someone like you doing at one of Derrick’s parties?” Charlie asked. 
 
    Stephanie frowned. “What’s that supposed to mean?”  
 
    “Those people.” Charlie gestured toward the bonfire in the center of the clearing and everyone near it. “They’re all freaks, geeks, and losers to most of the school…” 
 
    “And you don’t think I’m a geek or a freak, Charlie?” Stephanie challenged him. “If you really think that, you don’t know me at all.” 
 
    Charlie shrugged. “You’re right. I don’t. That’s why I am asking why you’re here.”  
 
    “Let’s just say I am not as normal as I appear to be, Charlie,” Stephanie teased. “I’ve been to the parties the jocks throw, the redneck ones too, but it’s at one like this where I really feel like I fit in.” 
 
    Charlie was shocked to Stephanie say that. “But…” 
 
    “Being popular or good looking isn’t everything, Charlie.” Stephanie sighed. “There’s a lot more to people than those things.”  
 
    The party’s music suddenly switched from blaring rock to a more hip-hop, Korean pop sound.  
 
    “I love this song!” Stephanie reached out to grab him by the arm. “Let’s go dance.” 
 
    Charlie resisted her trying to drag him into the light of the fire. “Nah. You go on. I think I’ll stay here for a while longer. The shadows are kind of my thing.” 
 
    “Suit yourself, Charlie!” Stephanie yelled over the increased volume of the music, darting away into the crowd.  
 
    “What the hell?” Kristen shouted at him, emerging from the shadows behind him. 
 
    “Just how long have you been there?” Charlie snapped.  
 
    “Long enough to hear you turn her down! What the frag, Charlie?” Kristen snarled.  
 
    “I don’t dance. You know that!” Charlie argued.  
 
    Kristen closed on him, whooping Charlie on the forehead.  
 
    “You idiot!” Kristen raged. 
 
    “Hey!” Charlie rubbed at where she had hit him, glaring at Kristen.  
 
    “That might have been your only chance, you know?” she warned him. “If she goes out and there stumbles into somebody else with the balls to go after her…” 
 
    “Kristen, back off! It’s my life, not yours!” Charlie growled.  
 
    Looking at Charlie, Kristen frowned. “I’m just trying to help you…” 
 
    “No.” Charlie slashed a hand through the air between them. “Not anymore, Kristen. I’m grateful for all you’ve done but it’s time for you to butt the hell out and let things happen like they’re meant to.” 
 
    Kristen looked as if she might cry but then suddenly huffed and stood up straighter. “Fine! If that’s how you want it, Charlie, then I am outta here!”  
 
    Whirling about, Kristen stormed away into the trees.  
 
    “Kristen, wait!” Charlie called after her.  
 
    She either didn’t hear him over the loud music of the party or chose to ignore his cry. Kristen vanished from view into the trees. Charlie let her go. 1199891185 Chasing after her would only make things worse, he told himself. She just needed time to cool off and then things would be better. Charlie had lost sight of Stephanie too. He fished a fresh cigarette from his pocket and lit up, leaning back to brace himself against the trunk of a tree. All he could do now was wait and see if Stephanie came back to him.  
 
    ****  
 
    Derrick grinned ear to ear as he saw Stephanie come dancing into the crowd. He shoved his way toward where she was. Grabbing a guy that was also heading for where Stephanie was, Derrick tugged him back by the collar of his shirt.  
 
    “Hey!” The guy whirled on Derrick and then realized who he was yelling at, his eyes going wide. 
 
    “Go get another beer, man,” Derrick ordered him.  
 
    The guy didn’t argue. He left the area where people were dancing without looking back.  
 
    Money had power and Derrick enjoyed that. His parents owned the local paper mill and their bank account was in the upper seven figures. No one else in Sylva had the kind of cash and power that his family did. That was how Derrick was able to throw his infamous parties. Even the cops usually cut him slack on things. The few run-ins Derrick had with them, his father had dealt with promptly. Derrick’s dad was willing to let him be wild now so long as he agreed to buckle down and take over the family business when the time came one day. Like most other guys at school, Derrick lusted after Stephanie. She was at the top of his must-have list. He had tried wooing her before but was always met with coldness. Money and power meant nothing to Stephanie and he was only now realizing just how little. She knew he was interested. Derrick made that clear from the first time the two of them had met.  
 
    Stephanie was dancing, alone, not too far away. Derrick hurried over to join her. She saw him approaching and stopped, waiting for him.  
 
    “Stephanie.” Derrick’s grin was feral and hungry. “What say we go find a quiet place and talk?” 
 
    “Can’t hear you!” Stephanie shouted, motioning at her ear.  
 
    Derrick, scowling, raised his voice. “How about we get out of here?” 
 
    “No thanks!” Stephanie shook her head. “Besides, isn’t this your party?” 
 
    “It is!” Derrick yelled. “But I want to talk to you!” 
 
    “About what?” Stephanie asked. 
 
    Derrick was pressed to the limits of his patience. “Does it matter?” 
 
    “A lot!” Stephanie nodded. “I already told you I’m not interested, Derrick!” 
 
    ‘“I get that!” Derrick frowned. “But come on and just give me a chance!” 
 
    “Catch you later!” Stephanie darted away through the crowd. 
 
    Derrick watched her go in disbelief. What the hell? She didn’t have any right to treat him like she did. He was a freaking Harrison!  
 
    Thunder crashed in the night sky. Derrick looked up just as a downpour broke loose. Cursing like a sailor, Derrick knew he was going to have to let her go. The rain was ruining the party and there was a dang lot of expensive speaker equipment out in it that had to be gotten somewhere safe. He might be rich as hell, but there was only so much slack his dad would cut him. If the speakers were all destroyed by the rain, his dad would come down on him like a sledgehammer. Derrick started grabbing people in the crowd and demanding that they help get the speakers covered and loaded up in the van that had brought them up to the clearing.  
 
    He took one last look in the direction that Stephanie had headed in and sighed. One day, she was going to be his, whether she liked it or not. That he promised himself.  
 
    ****  
 
    The rain caught everyone by surprise. It had moved in much earlier than it was supposed to. Kristen was Charlie’s ride home and he launched himself out of the shadows of the trees going to look for her. He had no idea where she had gone after their fight. Even if he was able to find her, Charlie didn’t know if she would still be willing to give him a ride home or not. He didn’t have another option though, aside from walking all the way back to town in the rain and that would suck. Charlie was already soaked to the bone. The rain was falling so hard and fast, it was crazy. The forecast had talked about flash flood watches and tomorrow being a “weather warn” day, but now it was all here earlier.  
 
    “Kristen!” Charlie shouted. The music had stopped but the downpour created its own level of loud noise. He couldn’t see her anywhere amid the people scrambling down the mountain to where most of them had left their cars and trucks. Only Derrick’s car, the van the speakers had been hauled up in, and a few scattered pickup trucks were around the clearing.  
 
    Charlie remembered where Kristen had parked and sprinted through the rain in that direction. It was dark in the woods and he hadn’t taken the trail. There were too many other people already on it. He charged through the trees, half-blindly, heading downhill. A low-lying branch that he didn’t see until crashing into it hammered into his forehead. It tore gashes across his skin with its rough bark as Charlie grunted in pain and was knocked onto his back. He lay there for a second, staring up into the falling rain. He brought the fingers of his right hand up to his forehead and jerked them away, wincing as they made contact with the fresh scrapes there. The rain quickly washed his blood off of them. Charlie staggered to his feet and shook his head in an effort to clear it.  
 
    “Charlie?” he heard Kristen’s voice. “Is that you?” 
 
    “Yeah, it’s me,” Charlie answered. 
 
    “What the frag did you do to yourself?” Kristen asked over the sound of the raging downpour. 
 
    Charlie laughed. “I think I was attacked by a tree!” 
 
    Kristen smirked at him. “You really are an idiot.” 
 
    “But I’m your idiot,” Charlie pointed out. 
 
    “Come on,” Kristen said, moving to take him by the arm. “Let’s get back to the car.” 
 
    She led him to where her Ford was parked. It was silver and easy to spot even in the darkness and pouring rain. Charlie moved around it and tried the passenger-side door. 
 
    “Hold on!” Kristen ordered. “I gotta find my keys!” 
 
    A second later, Charlie heard the car unlock itself as its light came on. He yanked open the door and threw himself into the passenger seat as Kristen slid into the car too.  
 
    Kristen glanced at him as she cranked the car’s engine and turned on its internal heater. “This is just further proof of how lost you’d be without me, you know?” 
 
    “I know.” Charlie sighed. “Look, about earlier…” 
 
    “Forget it.” Kristen shrugged. “We’ve had worse fights.” 
 
    “Yeah.” Charlie frowned. “I guess we have, but I am sorry for what I said anyway.” 
 
    “And you should be, Charlie.” Kristen turned in the driver’s seat to look at him. “I was only trying to help…but you’re right too. I can be a bit pushy sometimes.” 
 
    “A bit…” Charlie grinned. 
 
    “Okay, more than a bit, but it’s for your own good, Charlie,” Kristen told him. “I just…” 
 
    “It’s alright. Let’s just drop it for now, okay?” Charlie suggested. 
 
    Kristen took a deep breath and then commented, “Some party, huh?” 
 
    Charlie shrugged. “I’m just glad it’s over.”  
 
    “What? You didn’t want to talk to Stephanie again, even if you weren’t going to dance with her?” Kristen frowned.  
 
    “I did talk to her tonight, Kristen, and it went better than I could have ever hoped up until the end,” Charlie explained. “I’d say that’s a huge step forward.” 
 
    “Me too.” Kristen beamed as she put the car in gear and then realized she had better start praying that they didn’t get stuck in the mud as fast as the rain was falling.  
 
    ****  
 
    McFall was so drunk he could barely stand up but managed to heave himself to his feet in the boat. Between how light his head was and the waves on the water from the wind, it was truly a sight to see. Pete was laughing like the devil at him as McFall braced himself against the side railing of the motor boat and leaned over to get his “fishing gear.”  
 
    “What’s so blasted funny?” McFall roared. 
 
    “You, man,” Pete cackled. “You can barely stand up.” 
 
    “I’d like to see you do any better,” McFall challenged him. 
 
    “I don’t have to,” Pete replied smugly. “This was your idea after all. I told you from the get-go I didn’t want any part of it.”  
 
    “And yet here you are,” McFall pointed out. 
 
    “I couldn’t let you come out here by yourself, buddy,” Pete reminded him. “Even if you didn’t blow yourself up, you’d surely have gotten yourself drowned.” 
 
    “Drowned?” McFall smirked. “Is that even a real word?” 
 
    Pete’s brow furrowed in thought. “I think so.” 
 
    He had been drinking pretty heavily too, though not as much as McFall had. Somehow, their night of kicking back with some beers had turned into a rather whacked-out and dangerous adventure. McFall had wanted to go fishing. But not any kind of sane or legal fishing. McFall had seen a TV show or maybe a movie where some guys had gone fishing with dynamite. Unfortunately, given their jobs as contractors for the town of Sylva, McFall actually had some of the stuff at his house. They used it from time to time to clear out rocks and stumps. Pete had never dreamed that they would ever be using it for fishing. McFall was determined to though and Pete was just drunk enough not to be able to convince him not to. They had carried a bundle onto the boat with them and hit the lake. The night had already been dark but neither of them had cared. Pete was glad of it. It meant they were less likely to be spotted and caught. Few people ever came this far out of town anyway and certainly not at this time of night. Pete figured it was safe enough. There shouldn’t be anyone else around to get hurt if something went wrong.  
 
    They’d taken the boat way out onto the lake and even after they had killed its motor, they had been drifting for over an hour. As long as they didn’t blow themselves up, everything should be okay. Of course, they hadn’t expected the heavy downpour they were caught out in now. Pete was beginning to worry that the boat was going to fill up with water and sink from how hard the rain was coming down but he didn’t really know if that was a rational fear or just his nerves. There sure was water pooling up in the boat but it wasn’t rising so quickly that it made him feel like they needed to head back to shore just yet. Besides, he wanted to see if McFall’s crazy idea would work or not. And it basically boiled down to lighting some dynamite, chucking it into the lake, letting it blow up in the water, and then watch for dead fish to float up so they could just load them into the boat. Simple, stupid, and dangerous Pete figured was the best way to describe McFall’s idea. It sure seemed like it would work in theory at least.  
 
    “How you gonna light that?” Pete asked, looking up at McFall who was struggling to get the lighter in his hand to work. “Everything on this boat is already soaked, ain’t it?” 
 
    McFall shook his head. “Not the dynamite. It’s all still dry in the case we brought it in except for this stick maybe.” 
 
    “I meant the lighter.” Pete laughed. “Here… Let me have that.” 
 
    Pete had found a raincoat in the boat’s storage compartment and shrugged it on when the rain started. He’d also tucked his own lighter and cigarettes into one of its pockets to keep them dry.  
 
    McFall staggered toward Pete, nearly falling over on top of him. Pete steadied McFall as he got up himself. He reached for the stick of dynamite McFall was holding. McFall moved it out of his reach.  
 
    “No way do you get to throw the first stick. This was my idea, you know?” McFall protested.  
 
    “Come on, man,” Pete urged. “Just let me see if it’s long enough to get it lit. You can throw it.” 
 
    “Promise?” McFall asked. 
 
    “I swear,” Pete told him. “Just give me the fragging thing already.” 
 
    McFall reluctantly handed over the dynamite. Pete tucked it under his raincoat just enough to shelter the stick and its fuse from the falling rain. He dug out his lighter with his other hand and went to work trying to get it lit. It took a few tries, but eventually the lighter’s flame dried the stick’s fuse enough for it to catch. The second it did, Pete shoved it back into McFall’s hands. 
 
    “Throw it in!” Pete yelled. 
 
    McFall hurled the dynamite out as far as he could into the lake. It splashed into the water. For a spilt second, both of them thought the water had put the fuse out but then… BOOM! 
 
    The stick of dynamite blew like a detonating grenade. The shockwave from it rocked the boat sending McFall toppling over. He smashed into the boat’s floor, hard, with a pained grunt. Pete barely managed to escape the same fate grabbing out for the boat’s side railing just in time to latch onto it and keep himself on his feet.  
 
    “Whooee!” McFall shouted from where he lay looking up at Pete. “We did it!” 
 
    Pete used the railing to get his own balance back and then offered McFall hand up. 
 
    “You okay?” Pete looked McFall over.  
 
    “I’ll have some bruises come morning, I reckon, but otherwise, I’m fine,” McFall assured him. 
 
    Relieved, Pete turned his gaze out toward the water. “You think we got anything?” 
 
    “Oh hell yeah. I know we did. Look!” McFall pointed out into the lake. 
 
    Pete smiled as his eyes went to where McFall was pointing and he saw the corpses of dozens of fish rising to the water’s surface. His heart sank just as quickly as Pete saw what was just beyond where the fish were floating up.  
 
    “Oh crap!” Pete cried out. 
 
    “What?” McFall frowned. “What is it?” 
 
    “Look.” Pete pointed just beyond where the dynamite had blown.  
 
    “Is that…?” McFall croaked. 
 
    “That’s the dam, buddy,” Pete confirmed.  
 
    McFall half-leaned, half-fell onto the boat’s side railing and started vomiting.  
 
    “Holy frag,” Pete muttered. “It’s a wonder we didn’t break the blasted thing.” 
 
    McFall had finished emptying the contents of his stomach into the water and was wiping at his mouth with the backside of his right hand. “That would have been a hell of a way to die.” 
 
    “The dam must have been able to take the blast,” Pete told himself more than McFall. “If it hadn’t then you’re right, we would be freaking dead right now.” 
 
    “Doesn’t mean it that didn’t hurt it though,” McFall stammered, looking pale as a ghost. “We need to get the hell out of here.” 
 
    “No argument from me on that, but we’re going to have to tell somebody, McFall. With this rain…” Pete stuttered.  
 
    “First things first,” McFall barked at him, seeming to have suddenly sobered up. “Let’s get out of here and then we can figure out what to do next.” 
 
    The body of a large fish thumped against the boat’s hull.   
 
    “Would you look at that!” McFall exclaimed. “That thing’s a monster! Let’s get it onboard.” 
 
    The fish was over two feet long in length. That was about all Pete could see about it in the darkness and the rain. “Hold up and get me a flashlight before you go grabbing it.” 
 
    “Why?” McFall whined like a petulant child. “That thing is ours. We killed it, didn’t we?” 
 
    “Just get me the dang light, McFall,” Pete ordered him.  
 
    McFall slapped a flashlight into Pete’s hand, still fuming in anger over the holdup in claiming his prize. 
 
    Pete clicked the light on and aimed its beam of light at the dead fish. He almost wished he hadn’t. Pete had never seen anything like the fish that was floating next to the boat’s side before. The thing was clearly dead. The concussive force of the exploding dynamite amplified by the water had seen to that but he still didn’t want to touch the thing. Its scales were as black as the night and jagged, razor-like teeth protruded from its open mouth. He leaned over the boat’s side, moving the beam of light along the fish’s corpse, trying to figure out just what in the hell the thing was.  
 
    “Just haul it up already,” McFall complained. “It’s dead. It’s not going to bite you.” 
 
    Though not really wanting to, Pete reached for the fish anyway. His fingers dipped into the water, grabbing at it. They closed around something small and strange. Something no fish should have on its body. Pete had the fish halfway out of the water before his mind fully processed exactly what he was holding the thing by. As the realization squarely hit him, Pete flung the fish away.  
 
    “Hey!” McFall shoved him. “What the heck did you do that for?” 
 
    Pete was shuddering uncontrollably as he turned to face McFall. “That thing had legs!” 
 
    “What? No way!” McFall shook his head violently. “You’re drunker than I am! Fish don’t have legs!” 
 
    “That one did,” Pete said, fighting the urge to vomit himself.  
 
    “Damn it, Pete,” McFall huffed. “I can’t believe you just threw that fish away. We earned that thing, man!” 
 
    “You’re not listening to me.” Pete grabbed McFall, shaking him. “That fish wasn’t right, man! Didn’t you see the teeth on that thing?” 
 
    “So it was a bottom feeder or something.” McFall shrugged. “Still doesn’t mean you should have tossed it like you did.” 
 
    “I’m done arguing, McFall,” Pete said firmly. “We need to get the hell out of here. Now!” 
 
    McFall slapped Pete’s hand off of him. “Tell you what, Pete, if you don’t calm down, I am going to knock some sense back into you. Got it?” 
 
    Pete took a step away from McFall. “Sorry. Guess I lost it a bit there. We do need to get going though. “If we hurt the dam…” 
 
    “We didn’t hurt the dam,” McFall said. “If we had, we’d have known it by now.” 
 
    “Just get the damn motor going already,” Pete begged. 
 
    “Okay,” McFall huffed. “You just keep your damn hands to yourself, buddy.” 
 
    McFall cranked up the boat’s motor and set a course for the shore.  
 
    “That fish…it was just…it was wrong.” Pete plopped down into one of the boat’s fishing seats.  
 
    “Stop being a baby, Pete. That fish was messed up, sure, but it wasn’t no mutant or something. It was just weird. That’s all,” McFall said. 
 
    The trip back to shore took about five minutes at high speed. The boat bounced over the waves the rain was causing in the water, shaking Pete up. He finally lost it and leaned over the side to throw up too.  
 
    Somehow, McFall actually managed to find the dock where they kept their fishing boat. He slowed the motor before finally killing it and brought the boat up alongside the dock. Pete was impressed by his navigating through the rain and darkness.  
 
    “Let me get her tied off before you try to get out,” McFall told him. 
 
    Pete watched as McFall leaned out to make a grab for the dock and things went to hell in a handbasket. A massive, black-scaled fish leaped out of the water at McFall. The thing’s teeth gleamed in the little bit of moonlight that was still coming through the rain clouds. McFall screamed in pain and sheer terror as the thing tore a chunk of meat away from the underside of his extended arm. Blood splattered into the boat and onto the surface of the water outside of it. McFall lost his balance and fell over the side.  
 
    “McFall!” Pete cried out as his friend splashed down beneath the water’s surface, disappearing from sight. Pete’s heart skipped a beat as McFall rose up. There was no sign of the large fish that had taken a bite out of his arm, but his body was covered with smaller ones that were almost identical to it. They were clinging to McFall’s body with tiny hand-like feet and tearing away at him with their razor teeth. McFall was howling like a madman, thrashing about, trying to knock the things off of him in vain. Before Pete could even so much as make a grab at McFall to try to pull him out of the churning red water he stood in, a wave rocked the boat. It sent Pete reeling backward and knocked McFall from his feet. He disappeared into the water again. Pete launched himself from the boat, making a jump for the dock. He made landing on it with a loud thud. Pete felt the shoulder that had took the brunt of his impact dislocate. His mouth clamped shut against the pain. Pete rolled onto his good side and staggered to his feet. His feet slipped from under him on the wet wood of the dock as he started to take off at a full-out sprint for the shore. It was his face that he fell on this time. Bone crunched as his nose broke beneath the weight of his body coming down on it. Pete jerked his blood-smeared face up, looking toward the shore. It was only feet away from where he had fallen. If he could just get there…  
 
    Pete heaved himself up again, being more careful not to slip, as he ran for the shore. His mind was reeling for the craziness of it all. Pete knew he had to be in shock. His body was shivering even as he ran. When the soles of his boots squished into the wet mud of the shore, Pete didn’t stop. He kept right on running as fast as he could, legs pumping under him, for the treeline. His lungs were burning and he was gasping for breath when he finally did come to a stop far from the dock and the shore. They were out of his line of sight, obscured by shadow and the trees of the woods. Pete sucked in a deep breath and let out a sigh of relief. He was safe! The monsters were in the water and he was dang far away from it.  
 
    Something moved in the limbs of the tree he stood under. Pete looked up as a black-scaled fish fell from the tree directly onto him. He screamed as the thing caught hold of the front of his shirt with its tiny hand-like feet and its teeth pierced the cloth of his shirt, sinking into the flesh between his ribs. Pete’s hands closed on the fish, yanking it away from him. He smashed the thing over and over into the trunk of the tree caving in its sneering, razor-toothed face. His hands were slicked with putrid, black blood when he finally let go of the fish’s twitching corpse and hurled it away into the tall grass.  
 
    Pete stood there shaking, catching his breath, as blood ran down over the front of his body from the hole the fish’s teeth had left in his chest. He looked around, trying to get his bearings and figure out which way to run but saw there wasn’t any way he could go. In every direction, the burning red eyes of dozens upon dozens of the monster fish stared back at him.  
 
    ****  
 
    Sheriff Hanson sat in his office. The station was quiet except for the pounding of the rain on its roof. Glenda, the night dispatcher, was the only other person there. Sheriff Hanson knew she liked to be alone so he left her that way, making a point not to bother her. She was an odd lady but dang good at her job. Glenda was pushing fifty. Her gray hair was always pulled up into a bun every time he saw her, not that he ever really saw her outside of work. She was the epitome of the crazy cat lady stereotype. Based on what he heard about her, Glenda seldom left her house other than to come to work at night or get groceries. Her attitude was gruff and her voice matched it. Decades of chain-smoking had made her voice sound like gravel being crunched by a heavy boot when she spoke.  
 
    Having shown up to work today as late as he had, Sheriff Hanson thought it was only right to stay over tonight. There was a lot of daily paperwork to catch up on. He wasn’t making much headway on it though. His thoughts kept wandering back to Amanda and Charlie. The honest truth was that he didn’t have a clue how to make good on his promise to his late wife. Neither Amanda nor Charlie really seemed to want him to be a part of their lives. Whenever he tried, it felt like he just made things worse between them all. He didn’t have the money to bail Amanda out of her debt or the power to get her a better job. Likely, she wouldn’t even take another job even if he found her one. Amanda was a proud and headstrong woman, determined to make her own way. As for Charlie, he was a teenager and that said it all. Like most teens, Charlie was moody, or at least appeared to be, and the fact that the two of them had nothing in common didn’t help matters. Making small talk about the weather wasn’t exactly male bonding material. Sheriff Hanson had accepted long ago that Charlie functioned on an entirely different intellectual level than most folks in Sylva, including him. The kid was a bookworm to his core. Sheriff Hanson had nothing against reading. It just wasn’t his thing. He would rather be on a firing range with a fully automatic rifle in his hands than flipping through the pages of a novel. When Charlie was younger, Sheriff Hanson had always taken him comics. He knew that Charlie loved them and still did. Sheriff Hanson thought about hitting the local shop tomorrow and picking up Charlie a stack of new ones but then dismissed the idea. Charlie’s collection was massive and he had no idea what the kid had and didn’t in it. Heck, he didn’t even know which superheroes were cool now and which ones were crap.  
 
    Glenda knocked on the door of this office. He jumped in his seat at the noise before realizing what it was. The woman was as silent as a ninja when she wanted to be. He could see her smirking at him as she opened the door and came on in.  
 
    “Sorry to bother you, Sheriff…” she said, a mischievous grin parting her lips. “But a call just came in from Logan. He’s the patrol officer out this evening. I think you’re going to want to take it.” 
 
    Sheriff Hanson sighed. “Thank you, Glenda. Patch it through in here.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” she said and darted away.  
 
    The phone on his deck rang and he picked it up. 
 
    “Sheriff Hanson,” he answered.  
 
    “Sheriff!” Logan’s voice barked at him. “Sir, I’ve got a dead body out here at the river.” 
 
    Sheriff Hanson sat up straight in his chair. There was no way he could have heard Logan right.  
 
    “What?” he muttered. “Did you just say a dead body?” 
 
    “Yes, sir. The Harrison boy was having one of his parties up in the woods until the rain hit all of a sudden. Some of the kids running for home found it on their way out and called it in. I got here as fast as I could though I figured they were just pranking us. But there really is one, Sheriff…and…well, sir, you just need to see it for yourself.” 
 
    “I’ll be right there,” Sheriff Hanson said. “Stay where you are and keep an eye on things until I arrive.” 
 
    He hung up the phone before Logan could say anything more.  
 
    Twenty minutes later, Sheriff Hanson slowed his patrol car, killed its sirens, and pulled off the road. He parked it next to Logan’s cruiser. The edge of the road wasn’t far from the river. Andrew and Kane, the responding paramedics, had beaten him to the scene. He could see them and Logan down next to the river, flashlights in hand, standing around, waiting on his arrival. On the muddy ground between them lay what had to be a body covered by a sheet that looked to have come from the rear of the ambulance. The rain was still pouring as Sheriff Hanson opened his door and got out. As he hurried down to where the others were, he could see the shock and concern on their faces. 
 
    “Sheriff!” Logan called out to him. “Thank God you’re here.” 
 
    “That the body?” Sheriff Hanson snapped, taking control of the situation.  
 
    Logan nodded.  
 
    “Well, let me see it already,” Sheriff Hanson ordered. 
 
    “I know you have to look at it,” Kane said, “but you might want to take a second and get yourself ready first. It’s pretty damned gruesome.” 
 
    Sheriff Hanson gave Kane a questioning glance. Kane was no stranger to gore and death in his line of work. “That bad, huh?” 
 
    Andrew grunted. “Worse.”  
 
    Logan reluctantly squatted next to the body and removed the blanket covering it as the two paramedics shined their flashlights on the corpse through the rain. Sheriff Hanson’s breath caught. Bile rose up in his throat but he fought the urge to vomit, stubbornly refusing to show any sign of weakness. The body had once been a man as far as Sheriff Hanson could see. It was hard to tell though, as almost every bit of flesh had been picked away from its bones. Loose bits of sinew hung from the dead man’s face and ribcage. Most of his clothes were gone like his flesh. Even his manhood was missing though a single, ravaged testicle remained.  
 
    “What the hell did this?” Sheriff Hanson croaked.  
 
    “No bloody idea,” Kane said. “Your deputy here thinks it had to be some kind of animal attack but…” 
 
    Andrew was shaking his head. “There aren’t any animals around here that could do something like this to a grown man. A wild cat or bear isn’t going to eat a person like that. Sure, they’ll take some chunks off but not strip a body down to the bones.” 
 
    Sheriff Hanson met Andrew’s eyes. “Then what? Are you suggesting this man was murdered? That some sicko did this?” 
 
    Andrew shrugged.  
 
    “Do you know how long it would take from someone to do that with a razor, much less a knife?” Kane spoke up. “They would have had to have been out here sawing away at that guy for the whole afternoon.” 
 
    Frowning, Sheriff Hanson motioned for Logan to cover the body back up. He had seen a lot of things in days as sheriff but nothing ever like this. It pained him to admit that he was at a loss as to what had happened to the poor bastard under the blanket.  
 
    “And this is where you found him?” Sheriff Hanson asked the others, hoping their answer might give him a clue, any kind of clue, as to how the man had been killed. 
 
    “No,” Logan said. “The kids found him washed up on the bank. I dragged what there is left of him on up here.” 
 
    “And the kids?” Sheriff Hanson asked. 
 
    “Two girls from the high school, Tara Brown and Brook Wiggins. They were all torn up and couldn’t stop crying. I sent them on home as soon as I took their statements,” Logan answered. 
 
    Sheriff Hanson grunted his approval of the deputy’s actions.  
 
    “Are you thinking he was attacked in the water?” Andrew looked skeptical of that theory. 
 
    “More likely, he was tossed in there when whatever did this was done with him,” Kane agreed. 
 
    “Don’t think we can rule anything out right now,” Sheriff Hanson said firmly. “Andrew, I want you and Kane to get the body back into town. Take him to the hospital morgue and tell Dr. Thomas, I want a full autopsy as soon as possible.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Andrew said. He and Kane used the blanket to wrap up what was left of the dead man more tightly before they lifted his body from the ground and began carrying him up the hill to their ambulance.  
 
    “Never thought I would see anything like this here, Sheriff.” Logan sighed. “It’s sad what this world is coming to.” 
 
    Sheriff Hanson eyed the young deputy. “Sounds like you’re already convinced this is a murder case we’re dealing with.” 
 
    “You saw him too, Sheriff,” Logan said. “I thought it might be an animal attack but after listening to you guys, I’ve changed my mind. Somebody had to have mutilated him and then dumped him here. It’s the only explanation.” 
 
    “We’ll see about that.” Sheriff Hanson frowned. “It could be there’s a lot more to this than any of us are thinking.” 
 
    “What’s that supposed to mean?” Logan challenged him. 
 
    “It just means I’m not willing to commit to anything yet until we hear what the doc has to say,” Sheriff Hanson explained. “Now come on. We’ve done all we can here in this rain.” 
 
    Sheriff Hanson started up the hill to the road with Logan following after him.  
 
    ****  
 
    Dr. Thomas removed the blanket from the body the two paramedics had placed on his work table in the hospital’s morgue. They were gone now, leaving him alone with the dead man to do his job. He knew that Sheriff Hanson was bound to come charging in any minute demanding answers and that he needed to work quickly. As jaded as he was by his gruesome career, Dr. Thomas actually flinched as he saw the mangled mess the blanket had been covering. The body was nearly picked clean of its flesh. Bits dangled here and there but mostly there was just bone. Taking a breath, Dr. Thomas got to work. He pulled a magnifying tool over the body to take a closer look at what appeared to be teeth marks on the bones. Something had eaten this man.  
 
    An hour later, Dr. Thomas removed his gloves and tossed them into a biohazard waste can. Sweat was beaded on his brow. He felt tired and faint. Wiping at his forehead with the backside of his hand, Dr. Thomas hurried over to his laptop where he had been recording his findings throughout the process of the autopsy. His conclusion was clear though it was utterly insane. There was only one type of animal on the plane that fit the damage which had been done to the body perfectly. One. Yet, that animal didn’t exist in North Carolina…or at least it shouldn’t. Before he could gather his thoughts and attempt to come up with a more rational explanation for the man’s death, the door to the morgue swung open. Sheriff Hanson came bursting in with one of his deputies in tow.  
 
    “So what do we got, Doc?” Sheriff Hanson asked.  
 
    Dr. Thomas stared at the sheriff. “Are you sure that you really want to know the answer to that?” 
 
    “Cut the crap, Doc, and let me have it,” Sheriff Hanson urged him. “If we’ve got some kind of whacko serial killer out there, I need to know it right now.” 
 
    “You don’t.” Dr. Thomas sighed, shaking his head. “This was clearly an animal attack.” 
 
    Sheriff Hanson’s eyes bugged. “Come again?” 
 
    “You heard me, Sheriff,” Dr. Thomas said.  
 
    The deputy with the sheriff, a young guy by the name of Logan, took off his hat, scratching at his head. “Ain’t no animal around here that I know that could do something like that, Dr. Thomas.” 
 
    “I never said it was from around here,” Dr. Thomas pointed out. “Nor did I say it was a single animal.” 
 
    Sheriff Hanson was losing his cool. His cheeks were red with anger and frustration. “Stop playing games, Doc, and just tell us already.” 
 
    Dr. Thomas gestured at the mutilated corpse on the table. “That man was killed by a swarm of Piranha.” 
 
    Laughing so hard he nearly doubled over, Sheriff Hanson reached out a hand to grab Logan’s arm in order to steady himself. When he got his laughter under control, he looked at Dr. Thomas with a smile on his face. “Good one, Doc. I needed that. Now what really happened to him?” 
 
    “Exactly what I said.” Dr. Thomas moved over to stand next to the table with the body on it. “Come and take a look if you don’t believe me.” 
 
    Dr. Thomas moved his magnifier over an area of well-picked at bone. Through the magnifier, he pointed at the chips in and marks on the bone as Sheriff Hanson joined him.  
 
    “You see those?” Dr. Thomas asked. 
 
    “Not sure what I am looking at, Doc, but yeah, I see ’em,” Sheriff Hanson answered.  
 
    “Those are teeth marks,” Dr. Thomas explained. “Lots of them. And from different fish too. This man was swarmed. His skin and everything else were torn from him very quickly and violently.” 
 
    “But that can’t mean it was by piranha,” Sheriff Hanson protested. “This is North Carolina, not the Amazon.” 
 
    “I am aware of that fact, Sheriff, but the evidence speaks for itself.” Dr. Thomas shrugged. “Piranha, a swarm of them, were indeed what killed him.” 
 
    “That’s crazy,” Logan spoke up. “You’ve got to be wrong, Doc.” 
 
    “I assure you that I am not,” Dr. Thomas scolded the young deputy. “Where they came from and how they got here are up to you and the sheriff to figure out.”  
 
    “Fragging A,” Sheriff Hanson breathed out, seeing that Dr. Thomas was dead serious. 
 
    “If I were you, I’d close off all access to the river you found this man in until we know more about what we’re dealing with,” Dr. Thomas cautioned. “The damage done to this man suggests that there is at least one large swarm of piranha in that river…perhaps a great deal more. I’m just a medical doctor, not a marine biologist. I can’t say with any sort of certainty just how many you may be dealing with.” 
 
    “That’s a lot to assume from just some bit marks, Doc,” Sheriff Hanson protested, praying that the old man had lost his edge and was wrong about what they were up against. 
 
    “I found a sample of D.N.A. from the fish that attacked this man too, Sheriff,” Dr. Thomas said. “I’m having tests run on it as we speak. The preliminary results they’ve already emailed me indicate piranha as your killer as well. They are however a bit…off.” 
 
    “Off?” Logan repeated the word. 
 
    Dr. Thomas nodded. “Off as in strange. The D.N.A. is a baseline match for Black Piranha but there are things not quite right about it. I’ll let you know when I do myself. What I have already told you is all I have to offer at the moment. I am sorry it’s not more, but it does give you a solid place to start in your investigations.” 
 
    “Copy that, Doc.” Sheriff Hanson was scowling as he headed for the door. “Get back in touch with me when you know more. That’s an order.” 
 
    “You know I will, Sheriff,” Dr. Thomas assured him.  
 
    Logan was still standing where he was, staring at the body on the table.  
 
    “Come on, kid,” Sheriff Hanson called to him. “We need to leave the doc to his work.” 
 
    ****  
 
    Charlie woke up, opened his eyes, saw darkness outside of his bedroom’s window and rolled over, pulling the covers of his bed up tighter about him. Kristen had gotten him home just after midnight. His mother was sound asleep but had left a note for him on the fridge and a cold dinner, brought home from work, set aside from him inside of it. Charlie had eaten part of the burger and placed the remainder back in the fridge before heading upstairs, stopping in the bathroom only long enough to apply some medicine to the wound on his forehead. After that, he had gone straight to bed. Charlie hadn’t bothered undressing before flopping into it. Part of his brain realized that the darkness outside wasn’t night; it was dark clouds blocking the sun from the rain that was still continuing to fall in a raging downpour. He could hear it pounding on the roof of his bedroom. Though he really didn’t want to, Charlie sat up in his bed to glance at the face of the alarm clock on the night table next to it. He sucked in a startled breath as he saw what time it was… Nine o’clock in the morning. Leaping out of his bed, Charlie knew his mother would already be up and gone to work at the diner. Thankfully, it was summer so there wasn’t any school. Wouldn’t have been anyway as he thought about it because today was Saturday. He took a quick shower, changed into fresh clothes, and then went downstairs.  
 
    Just like always, there was a note from his mother on the door of the fridge. Sometimes he thought their entire relationship consisted of nothing more than words on small, yellow Post-It notes. It was a crappy way to live but such was life. Charlie fixed himself a bowl of cereal and sat down at the kitchen table. The rain was relentless. He could hear it even in the downstairs kitchen. Carrying his cereal to the living room with him, Charlie took a seat in his mom’s recliner and turned on the weather. The forecast was messed up and grim. The flood watches tentatively issued the day before had become warnings for the entire area. The amount of rain that was falling was record-setting and showed no signs of stopping. Charlie hoped his mother was going to be okay during her trip home tonight. There were already road closures scrolling across the bottom of the screen.  
 
    Lightning flashed outside the living room window. A crash of thunder followed it. The thunder was so loud it shook the house or at least felt like it did. Charlie flicked off the TV and sat down his now empty cereal bowl. He got up and went to the window, looking out it. There was water standing in the street. It wasn’t that high yet. Cars could still pass through it safely if they were slow and careful. Charlie didn’t have any real plans for the day. He had thought about keeping it simple and just chilling at home, maybe watching a horror movie or the remake mini-series of Battlestar Galactica. Charlie loved BSG and never got tired of its opening mini-series. From how the storm was raging though, he didn’t trust the power to stay on. A generator was something that Charlie had always tried to talk his mother into investing in. They never had though. Money was always so tight and there seemed to always be more bills than they could pay.  
 
    What he really wanted to do was call Stephanie. After finally getting up the nerve to talk to her at the party last night, Charlie felt like they had connected. He hadn’t gotten Stephanie’s number though. Kristen almost certainly had it but there was no way he was going to try get it from her. If only the rain had brought the party to a crashing halt and he had more time with Stephanie…  
 
    His cell rang. Charlie picked it up and saw that it was Kristen calling him. Charlie considered ignoring it but thought better of it. Kristen would just keep at him all day if he didn’t take her call.  
 
    “Hey, Kristen,” Charlie answered.  
 
    “Charlie!” She blurted out at him. “Did you hear about what happened to Tara and Brook last night after the party?” 
 
    Whatever it was, it had to be big news or Kristen wouldn’t be so frantic about it. Even so, Charlie didn’t really want to know. He barely knew either of the girls.  
 
    “No, I didn’t.” Charlie sighed. “What happened?” 
 
    “They found a dead guy, Charlie!” Kristen squealed. “Right in the river up there!” 
 
    Charlie was silent for a moment before he finally said, “You’re messing with me, right?” 
 
    “They really did, Charlie!” Kristen assured him. “I just got off the phone with Tara. The poor kid is still torn up over it.” 
 
    “Kid, Charlie thought but didn’t comment on the fact that Tara was only a year younger than they were. 
 
    “That’s messed up,” Charlie said. 
 
    “Tara says the guy wasn’t just dead and dumped in the river either. She said it looked like something ate him.” 
 
    “Ate him?” Charlie had an even harder time believing that one. 
 
    “Well, kind of. She said almost all his skin and everything were gone. He was basically just bones,” Kristen explained. 
 
    “That’s crazy!” Charlie yelled into his cell.  
 
    A wave of static crackled between them.  
 
    “Kristen? You still there?” Charlie asked.  
 
    His only answer was the roar of more interference. And then his cell completely lost signal. Charlie shook the thing, frustrated with it. Doing so didn’t help. He tried to call Kristen back without any luck. The service was out. Charlie shoved the cell in the pockets of his pants. Looking around the living room, he got the sudden urge to get out of the house despite the weather. He knew Kristen was home because she had just called him from there so that’s where he decided to head to. If she couldn’t tell her story about the body over the phone, she could do it in person. If nothing else, it would give him something to do so that he didn’t have to think about his missed opportunity with Stephanie or the horrid weather.  
 
    Charlie dug a coat out of the closet next to the door, shrugging it on. He found a pair of rain boots next and pulled them on. All geared up and ready for nature’s fury, Charlie left the house, making sure it was locked up behind him. 
 
    ****  
 
    Stanberry wasn’t ticked. His town issue truck was having a hell of a time making it up to the Chatog dam. He was amazed that the thing hadn’t gotten stuck in the muddy mess the road had become already. Normally, checking on the dam wasn’t something that he had to do very often but with all the rain, Stanberry had been dispatched to do just that. The dam had been around for decades and never once came close to breaking. He was pretty dang sure it was gonna be fine now too. The dam had been built tough, even if time and neglect had taken a toll on it.  
 
    His truck reached the end of the road and Stanberry slammed it into park. He killed the engine and sat staring out the windshield at the furious downpour of rain that just seemed like it was never going to end. Stanberry only had a few months left until he could retire. The calendar on the wall of his kitchen was crossed with crossed-out days counting down to that glorious moment of freedom that the future promised. He was too freaking old for this crap.  Why couldn’t they send someone younger like Simmons to come up here and check things out? he wondered. It would have made a lot more sense. But it was him who got stuck with the job. Stanberry reached over to grab his helmet out of the passenger seat and put it on. His wrinkled, liver-spotted hand opened the truck’s driver-side door and Stanberry hurled himself out into the rain. He shivered as soon as it hit him. It was bloody cold, like droplets of ice bursting against his helmet and coat. The overall air temp wasn’t just from the rain that was falling. Cursing under his breath, Stanberry started for the dam. He hadn’t really been able to see it on the drive up. There was just too much rain. Stanberry could see the dam now though, its top walkway sprawling out before him. He took a step toward the walkway and stopped in his tracks. Over the rain, he could hear a strange noise…a loud groaning. Stanberry instantly recognized the noise for what it was—it was the dam struggling not to break. That made no sense. He had seen the old thing hold through storms just as bad as this one. Rushing forward, Stanberry moved to where he could see the front of the dam. There were cracks in it. Not natural ones either. Something had damaged the dam’s structure. Snatching his cell out of his pocket, he tried to call in what he was seeing. His cell had no signal though and he had left his radio in the truck. Stanberry started to turn back for the radio but something caught his attention out of the corner of his eye. Some kind of large, black fish lay flopping about at the edge of the dam’s walkway. It wasn’t any kind of fish the old man had ever seen before. The thing had serious teeth and burning red eyes. The fish must have been thrown up onto the walkway by the waves of water that were slamming into the dam. As he watched, the thing somehow right itself and stood up. The fish had legs! They weren’t large ones, but they were definitely legs. Was the creature even really a fish? Stanberry didn’t know but the thing sure looked like one. Whatever the thing was, it was dang scary to look at it…and it started toward him. That was enough to shock Stanberry back into action. Crazy-looking monster fish or not, the dam was about to break and it was up to him let folks in Sylva know. The dam wasn’t close enough to the town to threaten wiping it out but Sylva would be flooded when it broke. There was no question of that. 
 
    Stanberry ran for his truck. He could swear that he heard the fish behind him almost barking as it chased after him. Throwing open the driver-side door, Stanberry dove into the truck. Stanberry slammed the door shut and sat there, stunned and catching his breath. He couldn’t see the fish anymore. It was too low to the ground for there to be even a chance of him seeing it from where he sat but Stanberry knew it was still out there somewhere. The radio he’d been after sat in the passenger seat. Stanberry grabbed it up.  
 
    “Sheriff Hanson! Come in. This is Stanberry,” he shouted into the radio. 
 
    “This is Maggie,” the sheriff station’s dispatcher answered him. “Sheriff Hanson is out of the office right now.” 
 
    “Maggie! Thank God,” Stanberry said, recognizing her voice. “I didn’t know who else to try to get in touch with but the dam up here at Chatog River is on the verge of breaking!” 
 
    “I can barely hear you, Stanberry,” Maggie replied. “Did I just hear you say the dam is about to break?” 
 
    “Damn it, Maggie!” Stanberry roared. “Yes! The dam is about to go!” 
 
    And at that exact second, it did. The front of the dam blew apart as rushing water exploded through it. A piece of flying debris came straight at Stanberry’s truck. He didn’t even have time to scream before it crashed into the vehicle and smashed him into pulp, crushing the truck beneath its weight.  
 
    ****  
 
    Sheriff Hanson hadn’t slept well. His dreams were filled with monsters. Growing up, he’d watched plenty of drive-in B movies about piranha. Not too many years ago, there had been a newer batch of piranha movies that came out too. He had suffered through watching some of them in remembrance of his dad and their drive-in movie escapes. Those movies had been bad. Most of them cheaply made and almost of all them little more than excuses to have a bunch of naked women on scene for as much time as possible. Nonetheless, they hadn’t skimmed on their gore. When the piranha attacked in those movies, things were always over fast but with tons of blood splattered everywhere. In his dreams, the waters of the river near town churned red. The worst part was that Sheriff Hanson didn’t have a clue on how to deal with a piranha infestation. He was far from an expert on the creatures and that scared him more than anything. Even if he ordered the lake and the river closed off, Sheriff Hanson simply didn’t have the manpower in his department to truly enforce such an order. People were going to get hurt no matter what he did. The question was how to minimize the carnage that was sure to happen in the river. Before going to bed, Sheriff Hanson had fired off a middle of the night email to the local animal control folks and the game warden. Neither had replied before he was up and on the road this morning. That left the whole mess squarely in his hands.  
 
    Deputy Logan’s patrol car had, of course, picked this morning of all mornings to crap out on him. Logan had called him asking for a ride into the station. Sheriff Hanson had picked him up and they had put in a call to the garage that handled the force’s vehicles to get the deputy’s car towed over to their shop and repaired. After that mess was dealt with as best it could be, Sheriff Hanson had swung them by the diner to grab some coffee on the way into the station. With Glenda working the night shift, both of them knew just how foul the coffee that would be waiting for them at the station would be.  
 
    Amanda was working the morning shift. She’d been polite to him but he could tell Amanda was still ticked about his visit the day before. That upset him. The woman really didn’t like him. Sheriff Hanson couldn’t figure out why. It wasn’t as if he was trying to steal Charlie from her. He was just trying to keep his promise to his wife who had charged him, on her death bed, with looking after the kid. Amanda was all he was thinking about when he got back into the patrol car with a tray of two coffees in hand.  
 
    “Thanks,” Deputy Logan said as Sheriff Hanson handed him his.  
 
    “You did good last night.” Sheriff Hanson smiled. “You handled that scene like a pro and made the right call on sending those girls on home.” 
 
    Logan looked over at him in shock. Compliments were a rare thing for him to give out.  
 
    “Sheriff!” Maggie’s voice screamed over the radio. “Sheriff, if you can hear me, you need to pick up the radio right freaking now!” 
 
    “Well, this can’t be good,” Sheriff Hanson commented, reaching for the car’s radio while Logan watched him with an expression of concern.  
 
    “I’m here, Maggie,” Sheriff Hanson answered calmly, keeping his own voice level and professional. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “The dam!” Maggie yelled. “I think it just broke!” 
 
    Logan’s coffee slipped from his hand and spilt all over his lap. The young deputy yelped in pain. Sheriff Hanson swallowed hard. Surely, she had to be wrong. Something like that just couldn’t happen. That dam had held his entire life. Never once had it came remotely close to failing to withstand everything Mother Nature had hit it with. The dam was too far away from town to just wipe Sylva out even if it had broke, but the amount of water that was going to be pouring through the streets was still nightmarish. People would die and the property damage would be horrific. His mind started crunching numbers as Sheriff Hanson tried to figure out just how long he had until the water hit. He didn’t get the chance to finish.  
 
    “Look!” Deputy Logan squealed, pointing back behind the patrol. A wall of water, waist-high, was rushing through the woods and down the road toward them. The water struck the rear of the car with enough force to push it around sideways and carry it several yards. The patrol came to a stop as it smacked into a large eighteen-wheeler in the diner’s lot. All Sheriff Hanson and Logan could do until that moment was hold on for dear life and hope they lived through it all. The impact jarred them both in their seats. Water continued to smash into Logan’s side of the car. The passenger-side door was nearly caved in by it.  
 
    “We’ve got to get out of here!” Logan wailed, popping loose his seatbelt, though there was no chance in hell of him being able to open his door.  
 
    “The back window!” Sheriff Hanson shouted, scurrying out of his own seat. The two of them climbed into the rear of the car. Deputy Logan had drawn his Glock and fired a shot that shattered the patrol car’s rear window. They hurried up and threw it to the top of the car.  
 
    “God help us,” Sheriff Hanson heard Logan mumble as the young deputy stared out toward the raging water that was still pouring through the diner’s parking lot. People were screaming inside the diner. The flood waters had smashed its windows and were rushing into the building.  
 
    Amanda, Sheriff Hanson thought and knew he had to save her. The problem was that right now he didn’t even know how to save himself. Deputy Logan looked like he was about to jump from the roof of the patrol car into the water. 
 
    “Don’t,” Sheriff Hanson shouted, grabbing the young deputy by the arm. “It’ll sweep you away like you’re not anything, kid.”  
 
    “But…but…we have to do something!” Deputy Logan protested. 
 
    “We will,” Sheriff Hanson promised, “but not until this is over. We have to wait for the main rush to be over with.” 
 
    ****  
 
    On the other side of town, Charlie’s booted feet splashed through the rain water pooling in the streets as he ran for Kristen’s house. He had just reached its front door when he heard the sound of rushing water. Charlie turned to see a wave, straight out of a disaster movie, coming toward him. His eyes bugged. There was nowhere to run. It was going to sweep him away and drown him if he didn’t do something and fast. The house’s door swung inward. He launched himself through it directly into Kirsten, knocking her from her feet. She thudded onto her backside on the wooden floor as Charlie slammed the door back into place. The rushing water smashed into it like a detonating tank shell. The door splintered as it was flung open again. Both Charlie and Kristen were picked up by the water pouring into the house and carried across the living room. Kristen was screaming. Charlie heard his own voice and realized he was too.  
 
    “Grab something and hold on!” Charlie yelled, though he wasn’t sure if Kristen could hear him or not. He saw Kristen grab the bottom railing of the stair that led up to her house’s second floor. She held on tight as the rushing water tried to drag her away from it.  
 
    Charlie rolled over in the water, letting it carry him on through the room. Trying to fight it would have been in vain. No one was that strong. He sure as hell knew he wasn’t. He braced himself as he saw the far wall coming at him fast. Charlie grunted in pain as the water hurled him into it. He twisted his body in the water, fighting to keep his head up so that he didn’t drown. Then, all at once, the water’s mad rush leveled out. He splashed down into it, bobbing up and down, even as the water began to recede some. His feet kicked out in search of the living room floor and found it. He stood up. The water came up to his waist and continued to pound against him, but he managed to keep his footing long enough to find the overturned sofa that had been pushed his way, using it to brace himself.  
 
    Kristen had managed to drag herself up above the water level on the stairs. She was looking at him with wide eyes, her face contorted in an expression of utter terror.  
 
    “Charlie!” Kristen yelled at him. 
 
    “I’m okay!” Charlie answered. “Just a bit banged up.” 
 
    “I was scared…” Kristen didn’t finish her sentence. Instead, she asked. “What the heck is going on?” 
 
    “The dam up in the mountains broke,” Charlie suggested. “That’s the only thing I can think of that would do this.” 
 
    “Holy…” Kristen rasped, barely stopping herself from cursing.  
 
    “You stay where you are,” Charlie said. “I’m coming to you.” 
 
    “Okay. Just be careful,” Kristen urged him.  
 
    The main rush of water was over but it was still far from calm. It sloshed about inside the house as Charlie waded through it toward the stairs. Charlie thought he saw something large and black moving in the water near the shattered front door. Pausing to get a better look at whatever it was, he stopped and stood still. Charlie braced himself with the palm of his left hand pressed against the closest wall. He had lost sight of the thing. There was debris floating everywhere and not just things from inside the house. There were small tree limbs, litter from the streets, even a trash can lid had been carried through the door by the rushing water. Charlie wrote off whatever it was he had seen as just more of the same.  
 
    “Charlie! There’s something in the water coming at you!” Kristen warned.  
 
    His head jerked around, looking desperately for whatever it was that she saw that he didn’t. Charlie spotted it. The thing looked to be some kind of fish…but it was larger than any fish he had ever seen up close in real life. It was right at two feet long and had eyes that burned a bright shade of red beneath the surface of the water. His gut told him that he didn’t want to be anywhere near the thing. Charlie picked up his pace toward the stairs as the fish darted around the overturned couch making a B-line for him. The thing’s eyes and black scales gave it a monstrous look.  
 
    “Run, Charlie!” Kristen wailed. 
 
    But he couldn’t. Not really. The water was too deep. His eyes scanned the area around him, searching for some kind, any kind of weapon he could use to ward off the fast-approaching fish. There was a lamp floating in the water not too far from where he was. Charlie lunged for it, grabbing it up as the fish closed in. Lifting the lamp over his head, Charlie brought it down in a two-handed swing at the fish. Water splashed as the lamp struck it but the fish easily avoided his blow, altering its course to go around him. Charlie threw the lamp at the fish as it turned to double back in his direction. Moving as quickly as he could, Charlie made for the stairs, hoping that throwing the lamp had bought him some time. It did…but not enough. As he reached the stairs, the fish reached him. He felt the thing’s razor-like teeth take a chunk out of his leg. Charlie screamed as the water around him went red but Kristen was there above him. She grabbed him with both of her hands and yanked him the rest of the way onto the stairs, fighting to drag him up them.  
 
    Charlie fought through the pain and heaved himself on up, raising his feet and legs out of the water. The fish came at him again, jumping out of the water at his legs. The thing’s teeth snapped shut on open air, narrowly missing their target. Charlie scrambled even farther up the stairs with Kristen still pulling at him every inch of the way.  
 
    “What the hell is that thing?” Kristen raged, her fear turning into anger.  
 
    “Frag me if I know,” Charlie stammered.  
 
    “Your leg…” Kristen gasped. 
 
    Looking down at the bite the fish had taken out of him, Charlie felt sick. The world spun before his eyes and then went dark.  
 
    ****  
 
    Charlie had passed out. That would have ticked off Kristen to no end if he wasn’t bleeding so badly. He had left her, saving his life along with her own. That messed-up fish-thing was still out there in the water somewhere too. After its last attempt to get at Charlie’s legs, the fish had disappeared out of her sight but she knew it could come back at any second. Charlie was too close to the water flooding the house for her liking. She took hold of him under his arms and heaved, tugging his body on up the stairs. Kristen didn’t stop until she had gotten him to the top of the stairs and onto the second floor of the house. She knew the first thing that needed to be done now was tending to Charlie’s leg before he bled out. Kristen hurried to the upstairs bathroom, flinging its medicine cabinet open, and rummaging through its contents. Bandages in hand, she returned to where Charlie lay sprawled out. Kristen tied a bandage as tightly as she could around his leg and sat there applying even more pressure. Thankfully, her efforts got Charlie’s wound to stop bleeding, or at least mostly so. He stirred slightly, moaning, and then went quiet and still again. Charlie was breathing though and that was all that mattered. She had done what she could for him. Kristen heard something splash in the water below. Racing to the stair railing at the edge where they led down to the first floor, Kristen let out an astonished yelp as she saw the fish-thing had crawled out of the water and was trying to make its way up the stairs to them. The freaking thing had legs! They were small legs that ended in tiny, hand-like feet. Just what in the fragging devil was the thing? Fish didn’t have legs. The fish-thing’s teeth gleamed as it fought its way up the stairs. They looked as sharp as razors. It was easy to see how the thing had done the amount of damage to Charlie that it had with a single bite. Though it was struggling, the creature was making its way slowly up the stairs. Whatever the fish-thing was, it needed to die. 
 
    Kristen’s parents weren’t home. Her dad worked out of town so she wasn’t worried about him and her mom was away visiting relatives in Waynesville for the weekend. She had been alone in the house when Charlie showed up at her door and the world had gone to hell. Her dad kept a pump-action shotgun in the closet of his and her mom’s bedroom. Kristen ran for the closet. The door wasn’t locked. It never was. Her dad had taught her long ago about guns and she dang well knew how to load and use one. Kristen dug her dad’s shotgun down from the top of the closet and checked it to see if it was loaded. It was but the shotgun’s safety was in place. Kristen clicked it off and worked the shotgun’s pump to make sure there was a round in its chamber as she sprinted back out of the bedroom. As she emerged from it, Kristen saw the fish-thing had reached the top of the stairs. It was making an odd sort of barking noise. That was the only way she could describe it at any rate. Kristen braced the shotgun’s butt against her shoulder and took aim at the creature then started cursing. Not knowing what kind of shells were in the shotgun, she didn’t dare risk taking a shot at the thing from where she was. The fish-thing was too close to Charlie. It clearly saw her and appeared torn as to whether to continue going after Charlie or trying to rush her. That momentary hesitation bought Kristen the time she needed to move and alter her line of fire so that she could get a shot at it. Taking careful aim at the fish-thing again, Kristen squeezed the shotgun’s trigger. The weapon bucked hard against her shoulder as it thundered, barrel flashing an orangish-red. Her shot hit the fish-thing dead on. The heavy shotgun slug splattered its body, turning it into a mess of exploding black pulp that splashed over the wall near it and the upstairs carpet. Kristen lowered the shotgun, clicking its safety back into place. The weapon swung at her side as she walked over to Charlie. His eyes fluttered open. 
 
    “Hey,” he croaked, looking up at her.  
 
    “Hey, yourself.” Kristen scowled at him and then laughed, her happiness that was awake overpowering her anger. “I thought I was going to lose you there for a while.” 
 
    “Glad you didn’t,” Charlie said, managing a weak laugh.  
 
    The fish-thing’s putrid, black blood had been blown onto him. The stuff smelled as foul as it looked. Charlie wiped it, trying to get it off his face but ended up only smearing it there. “What the heck is this junk?” 
 
    Kristen smirked. “Fish guts.”  
 
    Charlie saw the shotgun she was carrying. “You killed that thing?” 
 
    “Someone had to since you decided you needed some beauty sleep,” Kristen quipped. 
 
    “Dang,” Charlie said, appearing to be in awe of her. 
 
    “Stay where you are,” Kristen ordered Charlie as he started trying to get up. “It took me long enough to get your leg to stop bleeding the first go-round. I really don’t want to have to do that again.” 
 
    “Okay,” Charlie surrendered, slumping back to the floor. 
 
    Kristen propped her shotgun against the railing of the stairs and went into the bathroom, returning with a wet washcloth. She used it to get Charlie cleaned up. He didn’t resist her.  
 
    “What do you think that thing was?” Kristen asked. 
 
    “Looked like a black piranha,” Charlie told her. “But they don’t usually get that big.” 
 
    “Charlie…that thing had legs,” Kristen said. 
 
    “That’s impossible,” Charlie said.  
 
    Kristen pointed to the mess that was left of the fish-thing. “It came up the stairs after us, Charlie. That’s why I had to kill it.” 
 
    Charlie shrugged. “Maybe it was some kind of mutant.” 
 
    “I don’t suppose it matters now.” Kristen sighed. “I’d think the big question is what do we do now?” 
 
    “Call for help?” Charlie suggested, reaching for the pocket where he kept his cell. His hand came out empty. “I don’t have my cell though. You got yours?” 
 
    Kristen nodded, getting it out. A frown spread over her face.  
 
    “It’s got no bars,” Kristen said.  
 
    “The cell towers were likely taken out when the dam broke,” Charlie told her.  
 
    “Fan-freaking-tastic.” Kristen shoved her cell into her pocket since the thing was utterly useless. “My parents are both out of town. If the dam really broke, who knows how long it will be until they can even get into town, much less come to help us?” 
 
    “Then I guess we’re going to have think of a way to get ourselves out of this one,” Charlie said. “Just how bad do things look outside?” 
 
    Kristen shook her head. “I haven’t looked out. I was kind of busy saving your life, you know? Just keep still. I’ll be right back.” 
 
    There was a window in her parent’s bedroom that looked out onto the street. Kristen left Charlie where he was and went to get a look outside. The street outside was as flooded as her house. Even from as high up as she was above the street, Kristen could tell the water was at least waist-high. There were downed trees and light posts in it, as well as all kinds of other junk. Walking to somewhere safer wasn’t going to be an option. She smashed a clenched fist into the wall next to the window gritting her teeth in frustration. Frag it. Couldn’t they catch any kind of a break? 
 
    “That bad, huh?” Charlie asked upon seeing her expression as she came out of the bedroom.  
 
    “That bad,” Kristen confirmed. “Doesn’t look like we’re going anywhere for a while.” 
 
    ****  
 
    The rushing water coming from the distant, broken dam up in the mountains had slowed considerably but the screams coming from inside the diner had only grown in volume and pitch. Sheriff Hanson didn’t know what was going on over in there. It sounded like the people inside were trapped in a fight for their lives.  
 
    “We can’t wait any longer,” Sheriff Hanson told Deputy Logan. “We’re going to have to try for the diner. They need us over there.” 
 
    “How?” Logan gestured at the water surrounding their patrol car. The two of them were still on its roof.  
 
    “The water isn’t more than thigh-high. If we go slow and we’re careful…” Sheriff Hanson suggested.  
 
    “No offense, sir, but that’s crazy. One wrong step and we’ll be swept away,” Logan protested.  
 
    “You got a better idea, son?” Sheriff Hanson challenged him. 
 
    Logan kept quiet, still frowning. 
 
    “There are folks over in that diner counting on us,” Sheriff Hanson said firmly. “You with me or not?” 
 
    “I’m with you, sir,” Deputy Logan answered reluctantly, knowing he was out of a job if he said no. 
 
    “Let’s do this then,” Sheriff Hanson said, climbing down from the roof of the patrol car to its hood. The water wasn’t up that high but the hood was still slick. He watched his footing carefully and began to lower himself down into the water that filled the parking lot. Its current wasn’t as strong as he feared it would be. Getting to the diner was going to be tough but not impossible. Moving slowly, Sheriff Hanson started toward the diner with Deputy Logan following after him. They were halfway there when Logan screamed.  
 
    Sheriff Hanson twisted around to get a look at the young deputy. Logan was still standing but his hands were under the water, grasping his leg.  
 
    “What is it?” Sheriff Hanson demanded. 
 
    “Something bit me!” Logan yelped. “Pretty damn bad too!” 
 
    Sheriff Hanson eyed the water looking for any sign of something dangerous in it. He didn’t see crap…but then it hit him.  
 
    “The piranha!” Sheriff Hanson shouted at Logan as everything fell into place inside his mind. The killer fish in the river…the breaking of the dam had just emptied all of the blasted monsters right into town.  
 
    “Oh frag!” Logan squealed, going paler than he already was. 
 
    “We have to make it into the diner!” Sheriff Hanson yelled. “Hurry the frag up, kid!” 
 
    The two of them splashed through the water making a B-line for the diner’s shattered main window. There was no point in trying for the door. With the pressure of the water against it, they would never get it open anyway.  
 
    Logan screamed again. Sheriff Hanson’s head whipped about to glance over his shoulder at the young deputy just as Logan went down, vanishing beneath the surface of the flood water. It churned, red foam bubbling up, where Logan had disappeared. Sheriff Hanson cursed and picked up his pace. He reached the diner’s window and leaped through it into the building.  
 
    The water inside the diner was almost up to the table tops and a churning red. There were bodies or what was left of them everywhere. Sheriff Hanson almost threw up from the carnage around him. Someone’s hand floated by him. At the far end of the diner, a big redneck guy was wailing and slapping vainly at small, black fish that were climbing up his body and tearing at his flesh. Sheriff Hanson rushed for the counter. Amanda was crouched on it, screaming like a lunatic. Her eyes were wild and crazy. Tears streamed down over her cheeks. Her apron was tattered like something had ripped at it before she managed to get up there. There was blood on her hands and smeared on her cheeks. It didn’t look to be hers though. Sheriff Hanson scrambled up onto the counter next to Amanda, drawing his Glock.  
 
    The big red next guy fell with a loud splash, disappearing beneath water that churned red. Sheriff Hanson knew he was dead. There was no escaping when piranha swarmed you like that. 
 
    “Sheriff!” Amanda wailed, throwing herself into his arms. He let her, hugging Amanda to him tightly.  
 
    “Everyone else…everyone else is dead,” Amanda sobbed. 
 
    “The deputy I bought with me is too,” Sheriff Hanson told her.  
 
    “What are those things?” Amanda asked. 
 
    “I think… they’re piranha.” Sheriff Hanson shrugged. “That’s the theory anyway.” 
 
    Amanda stared at him. “Fish don’t have legs.” 
 
    Sheriff Hanson wrote off what she said as part of the shock Amanda was in. She was so far gone mentally he didn’t know if she had understood his answer or not.  
 
    “You have to calm down, Amanda,” Sheriff Hanson urged her. “We’re not going to make it out of here alive if you don’t.” 
 
    “You don’t understand!” Amanda yelped and pointed as a massive, almost two-foot-long fish climbed up onto the far end of the counter they were on and charged at them.  
 
    Sheriff Hanson’s mind reeled. What he was seeing was clearly impossible.  
 
    “Shoot it!” Amanda shoved him.  
 
    Bringing up his Glock out of instinct, Sheriff Hanson fired at the fish on the counter. His shot slammed into the thing sending black blood splattering through the air. It stopped the fish’s charge and sent it toppling from the counter back into the water. As soon as the thing splashed into it, several smaller fish swarmed its thrashing body, stripping it clean to the bone in seconds.  
 
    “We’re not safe here, Sheriff,” Amanda told him.  
 
    A smaller fish grabbed hold of the counter near Amanda with its tiny, hand-like feet, starting to pull itself up. She leaned over and punched the fish with a balled-up fist. Her blow caved in the fish’s face and knocked it away from them. 
 
    “Frag me,” Sheriff Hanson muttered.  
 
    “We need a way out and right now, Sheriff,” Amanda warned him.  
 
     Maybe she wasn’t completely crazy after all, Sheriff Hanson thought, looking at Amanda.  
 
    “Charlie is out there somewhere,” Amanda said. “He needs us.” 
 
    Sheriff Hanson hadn’t even thought about the boy since the flood waters smashed into his patrol car. Amanda was right though. Charlie needed them…and they needed to get the hell out of the diner before their luck ran out and they became the piranha’s next meal. The things were still finishing up all the other victims they had claimed in the diner or the two of them would likely be dead already. 
 
    “How about through the kitchen?” Sheriff Hanson suggested. “Most of those things look to be out here in the dining area.” 
 
    “Sounds like as good as a plan as any,” Amanda huffed. “Lead the way.” 
 
    Sheriff Hanson spotted the open space where orders were served up from the kitchen. It was large enough for them to fit through.  
 
    “We’ll go through there,” he said, pointing at it. 
 
    Sheriff Hanson stood up on the counter, helping Amanda to her feet next to him. They walked down the counter like it was a tight rope, taking each step carefully. A larger piranha noticed them and came swimming in their direction. Sheriff Hanson took a shot at the thing. His round missed its target but still managed to scare the piranha off.  
 
    The two of them reached a point on the counter directly across from the opening into the kitchen.  
 
    “You ready?” Sheriff Hanson asked. 
 
    “No,” Amanda answered but then gritted her teeth in determination. “But I’ll be right behind you anyway.” 
 
    Sheriff Hanson stretched out a foot, placing it on smaller countertop of the open space leading into the kitchen where plates waiting to be picked up and served usually sat. It was difficult to do but he managed to swing himself over onto it. His positioning was awkward. Launching himself forward and through the opening, Sheriff Hanson plopped down into the water filling the kitchen area. It wasn’t as deep as in the front of the diner. The water only came up slightly past his knees. His eyes scanned the kitchen for any sign of the piranha around him. He didn’t see any. Sheriff Hanson turned and motioned for Amanda to follow what he had done. Less than a minute later, she jumped into the water next to him.  
 
    “The back door is over there,” Amanda said, pointing in its direction.  
 
    Sheriff Hanson hesitated. It was anyone’s guess as to what was on the other side of it, waiting from them.  
 
    “We’ve come too far to chicken out now, Sheriff,” Amanda said, moving by him. Her hand grasped the knob of the back door and flung it open. It opened inward or she never would have been able to get it open like she had. More water rushed into the diner through the open door, nearly knocking her over. Sheriff Hanson caught Amanda, keeping her propped up on her feet.  
 
    “Wait!” Amanda shouted as he started through the door. “Do you hear that?” 
 
    Sheriff Hanson paused, listening. Over the sound of the rain that continued to fall, he heard the sound of a motor.  
 
    “Come on!” Sheriff Hanson darted out the door, wading around the diner toward its parking lot. Amanda kept right on his heels. As soon as they rounded the corner of the building, a motor boat came into view. 
 
    “Sheriff!” Deputy Chase shouted. He was in the small motor boat with Maggie. Both of them looked like they had been through hell. Chase was holding a pump-action shotgun in hand and steering the boat with the other. Maggie wore a bandolier of shotgun shells and had a shotgun too.  
 
    Sheriff Hanson and Amanda headed for the boat as fast they could manage as Chase brought it closer to where they were. Maggie put down her shotgun, helping Amanda up and into the boat. Sheriff Hanson hauled himself up out of the water and into the boat after her.  
 
    “Thank God you’re alive,” Chase rasped.  
 
    “Where’s Robbins?” Sheriff Hanson asked, expecting to see the senior deputy with Chase and Maggie. 
 
    “We lost him getting out of the station,” Maggie answered, her voice tired and sad. “He’s dead like pretty much everyone else in town.” 
 
    “If the water didn’t get folks as it poured in, those things in it did,” Chase agreed. 
 
    “Chase thinks that they’re some kind of mutant piranha,” Maggie said. 
 
    “Yeah.” Chase nodded. “I read the report you and Logan wrote up last night. Seems like these things are exactly what the doc thought they were.” 
 
    “Were you able to get out a call for backup?” Sheriff Hanson asked. 
 
    Maggie shook her head. “The power is out everywhere, Sheriff. Cells are dead too. This flood likely took out all the towers in the area.” 
 
    “So we’re on our own,” Sheriff Hanson said. “Figures.” 
 
    “We’ve seen a few other survivors in town but there wasn’t anything we could do to help them,” Maggie told him. “Chase wanted to come out here and try to find you and Logan before we did anything else.” 
 
    “Good call.” Sheriff Hanson grinned. “If you hadn’t, we would be dead.” 
 
    Chase smiled from ear to ear, happy with the praise, despite the direness of the situation.  
 
    “If we hadn’t found you, our plan was to get out of town and bring back help,” Maggie said. “Sylva is lost, Sheriff. There isn’t anything the four of us with this one little boat can do to help anyone who is still alive out there.” 
 
    It pained Sheriff Hanson to do so but he had to admit that Maggie was right. Their best course of action was to do just what she had said. He took his oath to protect Sylva very seriously but with the flood waters teeming with hungry, mutant piranha and without more manpower and equipment, their only choice really was to run. Getting help was the best and perhaps only thing that they could do.  
 
    “We’re not leaving yet,” Amanda said. “My son is out there somewhere and we’re going to get him, Sheriff.” 
 
    “Amanda, we can’t…” Maggie started but the waitress punched her squarely in the nose. Maggie’s head snapped back atop her neck. She slumped forward, unconscious, blood running from her nostrils.  
 
    Before Sheriff Hanson could even react, Amanda whirled on him. “Don’t you dare try to get out of your promise, Sheriff. You swore you’d look after Charlie. This is your chance to make up for the years you’ve screwed that up.” 
 
    Deputy Chase looked at Amanda and then at the sheriff. He kept out of things but was clearly eager to see what Hanson was going to say.  
 
    “Chase…” Sheriff Hanson said. “You still smoke?” 
 
    “Uh… I’ve been trying to quit, sir. Why?” Chase stammered. 
 
    “Give me a cigarette,” Sheriff Hanson snapped. 
 
    Looking ashamed that he still had a pack and lighter on him, Chase handed them over. 
 
    “Well?” Amanda demanded.  
 
    Sheriff Hanson lit up a cigarette and sucked in a deep drag from it.  
 
    “We’re leaving town,” Sheriff Hanson told her and Amanda looked like she was about to leap onto him, going at him tooth and nail. “But first, we’re going to find Charlie. We’re taking him with us.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Amanda blurted out. “Thank you, Sheriff.” 
 
    ****  
 
    Charlie sat propped against the wall. His leg hurt like hell but at least his head had cleared up. He could think straight again. The painkillers Kristen had brought him from the upstairs bathroom must be beginning to kick in. She sat near the top of the stairs, shotgun lying on her lap, ready for action. So far, only two more of the larger piranha things had attempted to come up out of the water that filled the house’s first floor after them. They were lucky in that regard. The first floor was packed with the creatures now. It was like the things sensed they were upstairs somehow and the number of them below kept growing. Amanda had told him she could see over a dozen of the big ones. Only God knew how many of the smaller ones there were down there. Even if his leg wasn’t messed up, the two of them wouldn’t have a prayer making it out of the house if they tried to. They were vastly outnumbered and surrounded. Charlie chuckled as he thought about the Alamo and wondered if this was how Davy Crockett must have felt when the Mexicans came. All things considered, Kristen was holding up like a real trooper. She had already saved his life twice—once from the piranha and again by keeping him from bleeding out. He owed her everything.  
 
    “Any good news?” Charlie asked. 
 
    Kristen huffed. “We’re not dead yet? Does that work for you?” 
 
    “Have you seen anyone else alive out there?” Charlie asked. His leg had kept him from moving much. Only Kristen was free to go and look out the upstairs windows when she got the urge to.  
 
    Shaking her head, Kristen frowned. “No one since Mr. Eldon next door.” 
 
    Charlie almost regretted asking. What Kristen had told him about her neighbor had been horrid. She and the man had known each other pretty well. He was a friend of her family. Every year, she got Christmas gifts and birthday presents from him. Charlie could remember a few times when they were kids that he had brought them cookies, snacks, or lemonade while they were outside playing in the hot summer months. Mr. Eldon had been a good guy. He hadn’t deserved what had happened to him. According to Kristen, he had survived the water rushing in from the breaking of the dam only to be eaten by the mutated piranha in his driveway. Kristen had watched it all. Charlie had heard the old man’s screams. They were likely going to be with him for the rest of his life. Poor Kristen had seen it too. God only knew what that had done to her.  
 
    “I think most people are dead, Charlie,” Kristen said quietly.  
 
    He didn’t know what to say in response to that. 
 
    “We’re going to make it,” Charlie promised her, pushing himself up into a better position. “Somebody will come to help us. We’ve just got to hang on.” 
 
    “You really think that?” Kristen sighed.  
 
    “I do,” Charlie said.  
 
    Kristen suddenly jumped to her feet. “Oh fragging crap!” 
 
    “What? What is it?” Charlie demanded to know. 
 
    “More of those things!” Kristen shouted. “A bunch of them just came out of the water onto the stairs!” 
 
    Charlie started to yell for her to shoot them but Kristen had already swept up her shotgun’s barrel and had it braced against her shoulder. The shotgun thundered as she took her first shot at the piranha. Charlie dragged himself over to the railing and looked down onto the stairs. Kristen wasn’t kidding. Her shot had pulped a large piranha but there were two more of the big ones on the stairs with several dozen smaller ones with them.  
 
    “Frag me!” Kristen worked the pump of her shotgun, chambering another round. “I swear those things are learning to climb better!” 
 
    The quickest of the two larger piranha came bouncing up the stairs, hauling itself from one step to the other far faster than the ones before it had. Kristen blew the thing to pieces with her second shot.  
 
    “I’ve only got one round left, Charlie!” Kristen warned him. “We’re going to have to make a run for it. Get ready to move.” 
 
    There wasn’t a lot he could do to get ready. It was going to hurt like hell and possibly reopen the wound on his leg no matter what he did. Using the railing, Charlie pulled himself up to a standing position as Kristen unloaded her last round into the piranha on the stairs.  
 
    “The bedroom!” Kristen snapped at him. “Run for my parents’ bedroom.” 
 
    Charlie stumbled toward it. He was halfway to its door before noticing that Kristen wasn’t following him. 
 
    “What the hell are you doing?” Charlie screamed at her. 
 
    “I can hold them, Charlie, but not for long!” she answered. “Just keep moving!” 
 
      
 
    All three of the larger piranha were dead but the small ones were beginning to reach the top of the stairs. Kristen had swung her shotgun around in her grasp, holding it like a club. It swept through the air, smashing into the leaders of the group of mutant fish. The blow sent several of them flying and crunched the bones of those closest to them. Kristen raised the shotgun again but before she could bring it back down, a smaller piranha rushed forward on its tiny legs to bite into her ankle. Kristen cried out, stumbling backward. Charlie’s heart skipped a beat as she nearly fell over. Kristen let the shotgun fall from her hands as she caught herself on the railing. Two more of the small piranha charged her. Kristen kicked at them, sending them scuttling sideways to avoid her attack, and then regained her balance. She whirled around and came sprinting at him as Charlie gawked at her.  
 
    “Run!” Kristen shouted again. 
 
    They raced into her parents’ bedroom and Kristen slammed the door shut.  
 
    “That isn’t going to keep them out. They’ll just squeeze under it,” Charlie warned.  
 
    “And we’ll smash them as they do,” Kristen snapped, clearly not having a better plan.  
 
    “Toss me the baseball bat in the closest,” she ordered. 
 
    Charlie moved quickly, his leg aching like mad with each step he took, fetching the bat. He threw it at Kristen. She caught the bat, snatching it out of the air just in time. Kristen swung it in an arc that struck the face of a piranha trying to squeeze under the door. The piranha died instantly, its skull shattered. Kristen went to work, smashing one piranha after the next as they tried to come under the door into the bedroom. Her skin was slicked with sweat and her breathing was rapid and hard.  
 
    “You can’t keep that up!” Charlie said. 
 
    “Then come up with a plan, Charlie!” Kristen barked. “I’m all ears!” 
 
    “The window!” Charlie exclaimed. “We can go out through it and climb onto the roof!” 
 
    “Now that’s a good plan!” Kristen panted. She left her position defending the door and moved to join Charlie at the window. Kristen paused, glancing down at his wounded leg. “You going to be able to do this?” 
 
    “I don’t think I have a choice,” Charlie replied. “You go on. I’ll be right behind you.” 
 
    Kristen climbed through the window and started up the wall of the house. It was still raining and everything was slick. She picked her handholds with great care. Thankfully, the edge of the roof was in fairly easy reach. The roof was a metal one but even so, Kristen could only hope it would support her weight as she grabbed hold of its edge. The metal whined but she was able to scamper up it onto the roof. She sat there in the rain, waiting on Charlie to join her.  
 
    ****  
 
    Charlie watched Kristen go out the window and then turned, picking up the baseball bat she had discarded. He felt bad about lying to her but Charlie knew she never would have gone up onto the roof without him. With his wounded leg, there was no chance in hell that he could get up there like she had without falling into the water that filled the yard and street below. But he wasn’t going out without a fight. Charlie thumped the baseball bat on the open palm of his hand, getting a feel for it as the first wave of piranha made it under the bedroom door into the room with him.  
 
    A piranha came at him. The thing was faster than it had any right to be. Its teeth gleamed in the rain-dimmed moonlight shining in through the open window. They looked like jagged razors. The piranha’s eyes burned a bright shade of red…or least they did until Charlie’s bat crashed down on its forehead. Those eyes squished out of the piranha’s sockets flying in different directions. Charlie raised the bat again. He wasn’t an idiot. Charlie knew he couldn’t fight them all. There were already close to a dozen piranha inside the bedroom and more coming in every second.  
 
    Charlie grunted as he flung himself toward the adjoining bathroom. He stumbled through its doorway, closing it behind him. At best, it was going to slow the piranha down again, not stop them. He staggered over to the medicine cabinet, grabbing up a can of Lysol. Pressing the bat against his side with the elbow of his left arm so he could keep a hold on it and the Lysol, Charlie yanked his cigarette lighter out of his pants pocket. It had long dried out from being soaked by the flood waters when they hit Kristen’s house. Getting into a position where he could aim the spray of the can at the underside of the door, Charlie smirked as he started his own fish fry. A stream of flammable liquid shot from the can right into the flame of his lighter which ignited it. His mini, homemade flamethrower did the trick. The piranha already attempting to squeeze through were cooked by the fire he sent their way. Charlie heard those behind them scampering backward away from the door.  
 
    The can of Lysol had already run out though. His one sustained burst had finished it. The can must have been near empty when he started. Charlie cast the can of Lysol aside and got his baseball bat ready. The door was the only way in and out of the bathroom. Its window was too small from him to even attempt to squeeze through. All he could do was stand his ground and take as many of the piranha with him as he could. The bottom of the door wasn’t really on fire but spots of it burned where his makeshift flamethrower’s spray hadn’t burnt out yet. So far, it was keeping the piranha at bay but it wouldn’t last much longer. Charlie looked around the bathroom for anything else to use as a weapon. Sadly, there wasn’t anything. The baseball bat he held was his chance, as sad as that was. Charlie moved closer to the door and got into position to swing at the piranha for when they did start to try and come under the door again. Something thudded against the door’s other side with enough force to shake in its frame. -2021329855 What the hell? Charlie thought. The door was struck again. This time, its hinges rattled louder and cracks began to form in its wood. There had been more than one thing hitting the door this time. He could tell because the lower part of the door was cracked in three different places. Without warning, the door shook again as the head of a massive piranha burst through it, sending splinters flying into the bathroom.  
 
    “Frag!” Charlie yelled, swinging his bat as the giant piranha’s face. The bat made contact with the fish’s teeth, breaking some inward and knocking others out. The piranha’s head withdrew back through the shattered wood of the door but the damage was done. No sooner had the big piranha gotten out of the way than did a swarm of smaller ones come climbing up and through the hole it had put in the door. They flopped onto the bathroom floor, snarling at him, their red eyes blazing with feral hunger.  
 
    Charlie started swinging his bat, smashing it down on one of the piranha after another. With each blow, black blood was splattered onto the bathroom floor. He managed to kill four of the smaller piranha that way before being forced into retreat. There were just too many of the things. The giant piranha that had put the hole in the door charged it again. It came bursting through the already-damaged wood and into the bathroom. Charlie yelped at the sight of it. The piranha was over four feet in length and its head was a good two feet above the floor as it moved on the weird, thin legs that protruded from the sides of its body. Charlie hit it with his bat. The bat broke, snapping in two over the piranha’s back. The big fish slumped to the floor. Charlie couldn’t tell if he had crippled the thing or just stunned it. He wasn’t about to give the massive piranha a chance to start moving again though. Using the part of the broken bat he still clutched, Charlie rammed it into the piranha like a spear. The large piranha bucked and thrashed about as the jagged end of the bat pierced its scales, sinking deep into it body. The glow of its red eyes dimmed and went out. Charlie tried to jerk what was left of his bat out of the dead piranha but it was stuck and wouldn’t budge. He didn’t have time to wrestle it free either. The smaller piranha were out for his blood. One raced up his leg, taking a bite out of him just above his kneecap. Charlie cried out at the pain and swatted the piranha away from him as he did his best to back-pedal, putting distance between him and the others. His foot slipped on the slick bathroom floor and he lost his balance. Charlie thudded onto his back, the impact knocking the breath out of his lungs. He gasped for air as the small piranha swarmed over him. They seemed to come at him from every direction, climbing onto his body. Razor teeth tore at his arms, legs, and feet. One bit through his boot, its teeth plunging into his foot. Another went after his left elbow, burying its teeth into the joint. Charlie screamed again as a third piranha opened up his side. It tore such a wide wound there that he could see his own guts spilling out of him through it. Charlie kicked and punched at the piranha, killing some and knocking others away but not enough. The things had him. He was down and there would be no getting up. A piranha waddled up onto his face. It held on as Charlie jerked his head side to side, trying to shake the thing loose. His left arm was useless. Its elbow joint crushed by another piranha’s teeth. Another of the massive piranha had come through the broken bathroom door and taken it in its mouth, tearing at it like a dog. The piranha on his face opened its mouth and bit into Charlie’s right eye. Its teeth sunk deep into the softer flesh there, plunging behind his eyeball in its socket. As the piranha pulled away, it took his right eye with it in its mouth. Blood poured in rivers over Charlie’s cheeks from the mess of the wound where his eye had been. He finally met his end as a smaller piranha ripped out his jugular vein in an explosion of red. Charlie’s fight ended, his body lying limp. The swarming piranha stripped it to the bone in a matter of minutes.  
 
    ****  
 
    The boat moved carefully along the street with Chase steering it. Sheriff Hanson sat at its bow, shotgun in hand and ready. Every so often, one of the larger piranha would make a run at the boat, only to be blown to bits. Sheriff Hanson had ordered everyone to conserve their ammo as much as possible. They weren’t going to be getting any more any time soon unless they stopped to raid a gun shop and that was just a bad idea in every sense. Maggie rubbed at the bruise on her face where Amanda had punched her. Amanda sat as far from her as she could on the small boat. Both women were armed like the sheriff and pitched in, defending the boat from the piranha in the flood water. Night had fallen and the rain was finally coming to a stop. The downpour had subsided into just a normal rain and moonlight crept through the dark clouds. There were no street lights. The power was out everywhere in Sylva. That didn’t stop them from knowing exactly where they were heading though.  
 
    “We’re almost there,” Amanda commented. The house she and Charlie called home was only one street over from the boat’s current position. Sheriff Hanson knew if it were up to Amanda, they would have cut loose with the motor and been moving at lot faster than they were. He’d put his foot down on that one though. The flood water was deeper in some places than others. If they pushed too hard, they might damage the boat’s motor by busting in on the pavement of the road beneath the more shallow spots in the water. He wanted to reach the house too and make sure Charlie was okay, likely just as much as Amanda did. The slowness of their approach to the house grated on his nerves. Every second could mean the difference of finding Charlie alive or finding what was left of him.  
 
    “Hey!” the voice of a young girl called out at the boat. “Over here!” 
 
    “Is that…?” Sheriff Hanson started to ask but Amanda cut him off. 
 
    “That’s Charlie’s friend, Kristen!” Amanda shouted, leaping up onto her feet.  
 
    Kristen was waving both her arms in the air above her head, doing her best to make sure that they all saw her. The girl was on top of her house, sitting on the edge of its metal roof. Kristen looked like she had been through hell, but then hadn’t they all? 
 
    “Stop the boat,” Amanda barked at Chase. He looked at Sheriff Hanson. 
 
    Sheriff Hanson gave Chase a nod. The young deputy slowed the boat but kept its engine idling.  
 
    “Kristen!” Amanda yelled. “Is that you?” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am!” Kristen answered from the roof of her house.  
 
    “Where’s Charlie?” Amanda called out.  
 
    “He’s still in the house!” Kristen answered. “He was supposed to follow me up here but didn’t!” 
 
    Amanda whirled on Sheriff Hanson but he was already moving. He sprang into action.  
 
    “Chase, bring us right up to the front door,” Sheriff Hanson ordered. 
 
    “I… I don’t know that I can, sir,” Chase stammered. “The water…” 
 
    Chase was pointing at how shallow the water looked to be in that direction.  
 
    “Just get us as close as you can, son,” Sheriff Hanson said with a sigh.  
 
    Amanda hopped out of the boat into the water, splashing her way through it toward the house. 
 
    “Amanda!” Sheriff Hanson snapped. “Get back here!” 
 
    She didn’t so much as slow down. Amanda kept right on trudging toward the house’s front door. Sheriff Hanson shook his head in frustration. The woman was going to get herself killed if he didn’t do something.  
 
    “Sheriff!” Kristen shouted from the roof. “There are piranha in the water down there!” 
 
    “Stay where you are!” Sheriff Hanson barked at Kristen and then turned on Maggie and Chase. “You too! I’m going after her.” 
 
    “But, sir…” Deputy Chase pleaded. 
 
    Sheriff Hanson wasn’t listening any more than Amanda had. He jumped over the side of the boat into the water with a loud splash and started running after Amanda. She was almost to the front door. Even from where he was, Sheriff Hanson could see that the door was broken and open.  
 
    Just as Amanda vanished through the doorway, Sheriff Hanson heard her scream. He picked up his pace. A large piranha came speeding through the water in the house’s yard at him. Its eyes burned red. Sheriff Hanson brought up the barrel of his shotgun as he worked its pump, chambering a round. The shotgun thundered as he squeezed its trigger. His shot met the charging piranha head-on. The forward part of its body blew apart in an explosion of black gore. He heard Maggie’s shotgun echo his own as she shot another piranha that had been closing on him from his rear. Sheriff Hanson fought his way through the flood water into the house. He wasn’t prepared for what was waiting on him there. Amanda was down. She was thrashing about in the thigh-high water with smaller piranha swarming all over her. The fool woman had run straight into a group of the things that had been milling about in the house’s living room. Sheriff Hanson couldn’t take a shot at the piranha without hitting her too. He saw the stairs leading to the second floor and knew they were their only hope of making it out of the living room alive. Part of him wanted to head directly for them but he couldn’t just leave Amanda to die. Sheriff Hanson would never be able to live with himself if he did.  
 
    His shotgun was utterly useless. He threw the weapon up onto the stairs and drew his Glock. Popping off a rapid series of shots that sent several of the smaller piranha back to whatever hell they had come from, Sheriff Hanson waded toward Amanda. She was bleeding from numerous wounds already. Most of the piranha were drawn to her because of the blood pouring out the bites that covered most of the lower part of her body. Most, but not all. A few of the things were turning about to come at him. Sheriff Hanson stood his ground, taking aim at and dispatching one after another of the piranha until his Glock clicked empty. He ejected the weapon’s spent magazine and shoving a fresh one into it. He emptied it just as quickly. The piranha didn’t seem to care how many of them died as long as some of their number were getting a meal.  
 
    “Forget about me!” Amanda wailed. “Go find Charlie!” 
 
    Sheriff Hanson hesitated, torn on what to do.  
 
    “You can’t save me!” Amanda shrieked as a piranha clinging to her upper body took a bite out of her left breast. “Damn you, Sheriff! Just go!” 
 
    Gritting his teeth in anger, Sheriff Hanson knew she was right. He was out of ammo for his Glock and sure as hell couldn’t save her with just his bare hands. Turning his back on Amanda, Sheriff Hanson darted to the stairs and hauled himself up onto them.  
 
    “Tell Charlie…” Amanda tried to scream but a larger piranha came barreling toward her, burying its razor teeth into the soft flesh of her exposed throat. He knew that was the end of her as Amanda disappeared beneath the water filling the living room. It churned red above the spot where she had sunk.  
 
    Sheriff Hanson tore his eyes away from the carnage and got his focus back. Charlie, he reminded himself. I have to save Charlie. 
 
    Bounding up the stairs, two at a time, Sheriff Hanson raced up onto the house’s second floor. The carpet there was stained red and black. Someone had put a hell of fight at the top of the stairs. There was a trail of red blood leading away from the stairs toward one of the nearby bedrooms. Sheriff Hanson followed it.  
 
    He burst into the bedroom to find a larger piranha there waiting on him. The thing snarled and hurled itself forward, going for his legs. Sheriff Hanson threw himself sideways onto the room’s bed. The big piranha smashed into the side of the bed with enough force to roll him off its other side. Sheriff Hanson landed on his feet. He ripped a drawer out of the small night table beside the bed. The drawer wasn’t much of a weapon but it was all he had. As the large piranha came around the corner of the bed at him, Sheriff Hanson brought the table drawer down on top of it. The drawer splintered into fragments, bursting apart over the piranha’s back. The piranha gave a pained screech and began thrashing about where it had collapsed. Its spine was broken. Sheriff Hanson finished the creature by stomping its face in with one of the heavy boots he wore. The thing looked to be alone in the bedroom. Sheriff Hanson didn’t see any others of its kind.  
 
    Catching his breath, Sheriff Hanson saw the shattered bathroom door and ran for it. He swung it inward, bursting inside. Charlie, or rather what was left of him, lay in the floor near the room’s far wall. His corpse was surrounded by dead piranha that the kid looked to have squished with his bare hands in a final desperate battle after they had taken him down. Most of Charlie’s body was little more than the exposed white of his bones. One of the kid’s eyes was gone. Its socket ravaged and empty. Sheriff Hanson dropped to his knees and vomited onto the floor. When his body stopped heaving, he raised his head, tears streaming over his cheeks. He had failed. Charlie was dead.  
 
    “Sheriff!” He heard the distant call of Kirsten’s voice from outside the house. She was still on the roof. Her cry saved his life in that moment. Thanks to her, he saw the large piranha coming at him from his right just in time to avoid its snapping teeth from crunching into the side of his skull. Sheriff Hanson spun to meet the charging monster, catching the thing in his arms as it pounced onto him. Its weight knocked him over with the piranha on top of him as he fought to get a better grip on it. His fingers dug into the piranha’s scaled body as it snapped at him wildly, trying to get a taste of his flesh. Using the floor under them as a weapon, Sheriff Hanson rolled to smash the piranha into it. The impact jarred the large piranha, stunning the creature. He rolled back in the other direction away from it, leaping to his feet. The piranha glared up at him with hungry, red eyes. Sheriff Hanson kicked the piranha, sending it flying across the room to thud into the wall. Before the creature could recover, Sheriff Hanson rushed it. He stomped the fish over and over until his boots were smeared with the thing’s black blood and its body was splattered on the floor.  
 
    “Hang on, kid!” Sheriff Hanson shouted, hoping Kristen could hear him where she was out on the roof. “I’m coming!” 
 
    Sprinting out of the bathroom, Sheriff Hanson passed a dozen of the smaller piranha coming into the bedroom as he ran for the window leading out onto the roof. He reached it, throwing himself into the window and perched there, trying to see how Kristen had made her way up onto the roof through it. It looked like she had used its edge to haul herself up. He couldn’t do that. It would never support his weight like it had hers. Really, that didn’t matter. Going up onto the roof, he would just be stuck there with her. What he needed to do was get both of them down somehow and onto the boat in the water of the flooded yard.  
 
    “Sheriff!” Kristen cried out again. From the sound of her voice, she had to be almost directly above him, though he couldn’t see her from his position.  
 
    “Kristen, listen…” Sheriff Hanson said. “I need you to come down from there. Drop your body over the edge and I’ll grab you.” 
 
    The sound of Kristen shuffling about on the roof came from above him then Sheriff Hanson saw her feet first and then legs dropping down. Sheriff Hanson grabbed them and yanked her with him as he dove back into the bedroom. It was a rough landing as they sprawled out together on the floor. Both of them seemed to be okay. Sheriff Hanson saw the smaller piranha in the room rushing them. He twisted about to put his own body between the piranha and the girl. A grunt of pain escaped him as a piranha bit into his shoulder. Another tore at his left leg. Kristen was in the process of getting up as she realized what was happening to him.  
 
    “Get to the boat, girl!” Sheriff Hanson growled at Kristen.  
 
    She hesitated for the briefest of moments and then obeyed, leaping over him and the piranha attacking his body. Sheriff Hanson watched her go as he smashed one of the piranha to pulp with a clenched fist that came down upon on top of it. He kicked another away, rolling across the floor in an attempt to get the other piranha off of him. It worked but his victory was short-lived. A piranha behind him bit out the back of his ankle. Screaming, Sheriff Hanson collapsed, falling onto his face. The bone of his nose crunched against the wood of the floor and his world went black.  
 
    ****  
 
    Kristen looked back over her shoulder to see Sheriff Hanson fall. In seconds, the piranha in the bedroom were all over him, their teeth rending his flesh and tearing meat away from his bones. Kristen slammed the bedroom door and turned to head for the stairs. At the top of them sat the largest piranha she had seen yet. The thing was massive, as big as a freaking pit bull. Knowing she couldn’t fight her way by it, Kristen flung herself over the railing that ran the length of the second floor. She splashed into the flooded living room below. The water there cushioned her fall but not enough to completely spare her injury. Her right ankle snapped beneath the weight of her body as she landed. Kristen was in the water and knew if she didn’t get out, she would be dead. Splashing up through its surface, she gasped for air. Something grabbed her and she screamed.  
 
    “It’s okay!” a young man in a deputy’s uniform shouted. “But we’ve got to get out of here! Where’s Sheriff Hanson?” 
 
    “He’s dead,” Kristen whimpered.  
 
    The young deputy’s eyes bugged but all he said in response was, “Come on!”  
 
    Kristen didn’t struggle as he helped her out of the house and up into the motor boat waiting outside in the street. As soon as they were aboard it, the woman sitting at the boat’s rear revved its engine. The boat took off like a rocket, bouncing across the flood water. 
 
    Epilogue 
 
    Twelve hours later, Kristen woke up in a hospital bed. Her eyes fluttered open to see her parents sitting next to her. 
 
    “Oh baby!” her mom sobbed, getting up to take Kristen in her arms.  
 
    “Mom!” Kristen started crying too as her mother hugged her tighter. 
 
    “Thank God you made it out, honey,” her father said. “Not many did. They’re supposed to have things in Sylva contained now but…what a mess.” 
 
    “Where did those things come from, Dad?” Kristen asked. 
 
    “What do you mean, honey?” her dad asked, looking at her funny.  
 
    “The piranha,” Kristen said.  
 
    Her father shifted in his chair. “I know things are must be a bit confusing right now, honey, but you were in a flood. The dam above the town broke and flooded the whole place.” 
 
    Kristen stared at her dad. “But…” 
 
    “But nothing,” her mother told her. “It’s all over now. F.E.M.A and the National Guard are cleaning things up but they say it could be weeks before we get to go home.” 
 
    “If we ever do…” her dad added. 
 
    “That’s enough of that,” her mother snapped at her father. “You just lay back and rest, honey. All that matters is that you’re okay.”  
 
      
 
    The End 
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    Chapter One 
 
      
 
    Simon didn’t have an exact word to describe the smell permeating the air. The closest he could come up with instead was a color: green. The air smelled green. The trees, the miles of endless forest, the river, the lifeforms running and scampering and screeching in the trees and underbrush. Even when it wasn’t actually green, it felt green, lush and growing and full of life. 
 
    This was the world he’d always dreamed of visiting. This was the Amazon. 
 
    He wasn’t the only one who stood on the dock and stared out at the lush world around them. Not including the captain and his two crewmembers, the tourist boat that he didn’t even know the name of yet would be home for the next several days to five other people. Simon hadn’t had a chance to meet any of them yet, as he’d been too busy rushing out to get his first true views of the untamed jungle river. He had to assume that everyone else had the same level of interest as him. After all, this trip hadn’t been cheap for him, and anything this expensive would only attract the die-hard true believers, right? 
 
    As soon as one of them, a tall man with slicked-back black hair, opened his mouth, Simon knew differently. “This is seriously what we’re paying for?” the man asked.  
 
    A young woman roughly Simon’s age turned to look at the man. Despite her petite stature being dwarfed by his, she shot him a feisty look that said she would be more than willing to take him on if need be, and if Simon were a bettor, he might even put his money on her. 
 
    “What did you think you were paying for?” she asked. “Casinos on the river? Roller coasters? The whole point of a trip to the Amazon is seeing the wildest that the world has to offer.” 
 
    “The wildest that the world has to offer is in my bed, sweetcheeks,” the guy said. Oh brother. Simon would have done something to put the asshole in his place, but he didn’t have to. The little woman was more than capable of doing it for him.  
 
    “I don’t think your tiny little worm can actually be considered wild,” she said. She walked away from him then, but not before “accidentally” stepping on his foot. Judging from the hardcore wince he gave, she must have more force in that tiny foot than anyone gave her credit for. 
 
    The tall man turned to Simon, giving him a look that obviously meant he expected to get some sympathy for his rude treatment. “I hate bitches like that, don’t you?” 
 
    Simon tended to consider himself to be the quiet, unassuming sort. He wasn’t at home with confrontation. But in this moment, it felt very important to him that he unambiguously let this guy know that he wasn’t on his side. Almost before he even realized what he was doing, he gave the tall man the finger and then walked away. 
 
    With the unpleasant guy out of the way for the moment, Simon could go back to appreciating where he was and how he had gotten here. The Amazon had always been his number one dream vacation, but it had never been something he believed he’d get around to. He especially thought it would be out of the question given the massive amount of student loan debt he had to pay back now that he was done with college. But his aunt had given him the trip as a graduation present, and even though she could only afford to send him during the offseason, he was extremely grateful. 
 
    Judging from the relative age of most of the other people waiting with him at the docks for their boat, Simon suspected he wasn’t the only one here to celebrate graduation. In addition to the obnoxious guy and the feisty young woman who had defied him, there were three others, a guy and a girl couple, as well as another young woman who appeared to have come with the feisty one. He hadn’t had a chance to truly meet any of them yet. Simon supposed he should try to introduce himself, as the six of them were all going to be on the boat together for just under a week, cruising down the Amazon River and taking in the unspoiled wilderness, yet he just couldn’t force himself to make the first move. He had always been rather shy, and nothing about this situation made that any easier. 
 
    Short-and-Feisty, however, didn’t seem to have the same problem. “Hi!” she said to him, shooting out a hand for him to shake. “I’m Miriam.” 
 
    “Simon,” he said, taking her hand. For someone so tiny, her grip was ridiculously strong. She cocked a thumb in the direction of the other young woman who had come with her. “That’s Katherine.” 
 
    Katherine gave him an exaggerated wave, but said nothing else. The couple, seeing that the introductions were finally happening, came over and joined them.  
 
    “I’m Lucas, and this is my girlfriend Lara,” the guy said. “Pleasure to meet you all.” He then paused and looked in the direction of the taller man, who was still glowering at the river some distance away. “Or almost all of you. Miriam, was Cory giving you any trouble?” 
 
    “Not any trouble I couldn’t handle,” Miriam said. 
 
    “His name is Cory?” Simon asked. 
 
    “That’s what he said on the bus ride over here,” Lucas said. “Other than that, I didn’t really bother to listen to much of what he said. Most of it was just bitching and complaining, as far as I could hear.” 
 
    Simon had taken a bus from the city to here as well. It had been a small, overcrowded affair where nonetheless very few people had gotten off in this vicinity. From the stop, he’d had to hitch a ride in the back of a truck to get here. None of the others currently waiting here had been with him for any of that, so he had to wonder if there had been a way to get here that hadn’t smelled like chicken and pigs. 
 
    His Aunt Annie may have paid for him to come here, but she sure hadn’t been able to pay much. 
 
    Simon had to assume that most of the others were here, at this off time in the season and taking less than reliable means to get here, for the same reason. Apparently, though, they’d gotten here by different means than him. 
 
    “Did you have a bus that brought you all the way here?” Simon asked. 
 
    “No, we had to take a smaller shuttle,” Miriam said. “Thankfully. Katherine here was convinced we would have to ride the rest of the way in the back of a livestock hauler, but I told her that couldn’t possibly be the correct way.” 
 
    Simon kept his mouth shut and tried not to blush. 
 
    Miriam, however, seemed to realize that she’d said something to make him uncomfortable. She remedied the situation by changing the subject. “Where are you from, Simon?” 
 
    “Nebraska,” he said. Normally, that was something he felt self-conscious about, coming from a state that many considered to be middle-of-nowhere. But he thought he had detected just the hint of a mid-west accent in one of the other tourists, so maybe he wouldn’t feel so out of his element here. 
 
    “I’m from Iowa,” Lara said, confirming his theory, “although I’ve been living in San Diego for the last couple of years.” 
 
    “And I’m San Diego born and raised,” Lucas said as he affectionately kissed the top of Lara’s head. 
 
    Miriam and Katherine looked like they were about to chime in with their own places of origin, but before they could, they were interrupted by a whistle from Cory back over at the dock. 
 
    “Hey, assuming the rest of you are going to be stuck on this shitty trip with me, you might want to look alive,” he called. “It looks like our ride and home for the next few days is here. And it’s exactly as terrible as I expected it to be.” 
 
    Oh lordy, Simon wasn’t looking forward to dealing with that attitude for the rest of the trip. But when he turned and looked at the boat they would be taking, he honestly had to agree with Cory. This was definitely the conveyance of tourists who couldn’t afford to see the Amazon during peak times of the year with respectable tour agencies controlling it. 
 
    Damn, Aunt Annie, Simon thought. I love you so much for this trip, but next time, please check the brochure a bit closer. 
 
    There was a name stenciled on the side of the boat, but it was so chipped and faded that Simon couldn’t even tell if the name was in Spanish, English, or Portuguese. If everything about the environment around them said “green,” then everything about this boat said “brown,” even the parts that were supposed to have color. And it wasn’t a rich brown, either. It was the washed-out brown of mud and excrement and rotted leaves left to bake in the sun. The thing had obviously been around for a very long time, and Simon honestly wasn’t sure how the rickety thing managed to stay afloat. About the only positive thing that could be said in its favor was that at least it was large enough for the small group of tourists to live there for several days like they were supposed to. The question then became whether or not they would even want to. 
 
    As much as everyone else looked like they wanted to defy Cory’s snide statement, none of them said anything in the boat’s defense. Most of them looked downright shocked at the sad state of their home for this trip, and Simon had to assume that, like him, they hadn’t been the ones to arrange the specifics of their trip. 
 
    “Please tell me this is some kind of joke,” Lucas said. 
 
    The boat slowed as it got to the dock, and the two deckhands stepped out to tie it off. Simon didn’t know a lot about sailing, but he didn’t think the knots they were using were of the best quality or workmanship. Behind these two, a third man came out of the cabin, looked around confused for a minute, then saw the tourists waiting for the boat and waved at them. While the two deckhands appeared to be locals, the man in the captain’s hat had a light complexion and features that vaguely marked him as being of some kind of Eastern European stock. 
 
    “Welcome!” he bellowed at him. His thick Russian accent confirmed which part of the world he hailed from. “You must be my guests for the week! Welcome, welcome! Come aboard and join me!” 
 
    Simon looked discerningly at the boat and captain, then at the other tourists, then again at the lush world surrounding them. So then, this was to be his dream Amazon vacation. Already he could see how it would leave a little something to be desired, but at the same time, he hadn’t expected five days in the rainforest and along the Amazon River to be a pleasure cruise. He’d wanted to see the real river, not some overly touristy version of it, and that apparently was what he was going to get. He would take the bad, as long as it brought all the amazing world of his dreams along with it. 
 
    After all, despite the company, despite the janky nature of the boat and the strange-acting captain, this was something people did a lot. What was the worst that could happen? 
 
    Simon grabbed his backpack with his belongings and was the first to approach the boat. Following his lead, the remaining tourists took up their own possessions and boarded along with him. None of them took notice of the shifting change in the wind, or the dark clouds that had just popped up far away on the horizon. And none of them, not a single one, thought for even one second that they might not leave the Amazon River alive. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Shark is available from Amazon here! 
 
      
 
    Or find more aquatic thrillers at www.severedpress.com 
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