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Hi!

What you have in your hands is a tiny taste of my most audacious
project — Terror Stories from the Territories. Each volume embraces a
theme, and offers stories in that theme. Ten twisted tales casting light
into darkness and darkness into light.

Although many say good stories are why we exist, I think it’s not the
stories that do the trick — but the connections we make telling them and
listening to them.

Jack Harlowe is a
connections kinda guy.
Each book is an adventure,
each story a connection,
and Jack’s our guide
through all of it. Jack has
listened to every story and
every storyteller, and he
believes them all.

As for me...?

I’d be a fool to bet against
Jack.

Enjoy the stories. Enjoy the
connections.

Trust me — there are many
more.
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LADY GHOST

Jacob drank the entire pint in one pull. Impressive — I know how bitter
that beer is.

“She’s real,” he said. “I’m going to find her.”

“You’re a nutter,” I said. “I’m going to buy you another beer because
God loves us more when we buy beer for nutters.”

He approached the next beer — which was his sixth beer, by the way —
with a little more caution. I imagine the first one was finally having
some effect. Plus, I think he premedicated before coming to the tavern.

“She’s real,” he repeated. “I saw her.”

“You saw her?” I asked. “You saw the Lady Ghost?”

He stared into his beer and was silent a moment. “Well, Old Bill saw her
and I know he was telling the truth.”
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“Jacob, Old Bill moved back down to the Lower 48 ten years ago. Why
are you bringing this up now?”

Jacob polished off the last of the pint and slammed the glass onto the
table. “Because it’s time. It’s time, dammit, and I’m going to show you
he was right all these years. I’'m going out there tonight to see her, and
then you’ll know.” He leaned forward. “I know she’s real.”

Abruptly, he stood up. “I’ll see you when I get back,” he said, and he
spun on his heel and marched out the tavern door.

Shawn leaned over and took the empties away. “What was that all
about?” she asked.

I shook my head. “Jacob’s off his rocker,” I told her. She smiled. I'm
sure to her, we were all off our rockers. She came up only two years ago
from Portland. No matter how crazy it might seem in Portland, by the
time you passed through Kotzebue, the entire rest of the world must
seem saner than sane. “He’s off to play footsie with the Lady Ghost.”

“Who’s she?” she asked.

“Oh, that’s right,” I said. ““You don’t know about her. Well, it’s not
complicated — the Lady Ghost is a lady ghost. She walks out on the Bay,
looking for a mortal man who can love her, so she can move on into the
afterlife. Yadda, yadda, yadda. It’s a local thing.”

Shawn nodded. “Okay, that makes sense. Yeah, we had Bigfoot down
where I grew up.”

I nodded. “Everybody’s got legends. If there’s a swamp nearby, it’s a
swamp devil, or if there’s a forest nearby, it’s probably something to do
with a goatman. When I lived in Phoenix, it was the Lost Dutchman,
who apparently mislaid his treasure trove somewhere on the mountain.
The world’s full of weird-ass legends.”

I drank more.

For more of everything you see — and don’t see — here, visit HellbenderMedia.com



Terror Stories from the Territories (preview book) — page 3

“So Jacob’s going out to find this one, the Ghost Lady?”

“Lady Ghost,” I corrected. “Yep, he’s gonna wander around out there all
night in the fog looking for her, and if we’re lucky he’ll pass out near a
dead seal and swear it was her. That would make a terrific story.”

She pointed. “Is that his coat?”

It was. I sighed. “Shit. I don’t want the old bastard freezing to death on
my watch.”

Fifteen minutes later I was dragging Jacob’s big coat with me, and
tramping down the path toward the bay.

I didn’t expect him to go far. Normally four beers was barely enough to
wake him up, but I was pretty sure he had premedicated earlier that
evening.

“Jacob, where the hell are you?” I muttered. [ wasn’t going to start
calling out his name -— not yet. I’d probably just scare him to death.
Safest move would be to find him, give him his coat, and let him make
the call.

I reached the beach in ten minutes. It was pretty cold out.

The water was still like a mirror and a thin fog was everywhere. I could
see trees and the beach, of course, but if I had to guess, I’d say visibility
was maybe forty or fifty feet.

I stopped to catch my breath.

Damn, it was beautiful. There was a half-moon up in the sky, and
everything was cast in shades of silver. The water made tiny laps at the
pebbled beach, and the wind was only the tiniest gust. I took a deep
breath, and the air was so crisp and fresh I could almost feel the insides
of my lungs burning. As much as I hated the lack of conveniences, this
place kicked Phoenix’s ass nine ways from Sunday.

I raised my voice a little more: “Jacob!” I called. “Where are you?”
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No answer.

Damn, he had already passed out. Now I’d have to actually hunt him
down in the fog.

Annoying.

I tripped and my feet tangled in something soft. Something that wasn’t
just pebbles or a branch. It was a cloth something.

I bent down and picked it up. It was an old work shirt, worn through in
spots, torn in spots, and filled with humanity. More distressing, it was
the shirt Jacob was wearing when he left.

I tucked it under my arm — the absolute very last thing that I wanted to
find is Old Jacob lying somewhere sleeping it off with only his long-
handled underwear on. I would not be able to unsee that. Better to be
able to cover him. Once I found him.

“Jacob!” I called a little louder.
Then I saw her.

At first, I thought she was just a reflection, some trick of the light my
glasses played on me, but nope, there she was.

I have to admit, the Lady Ghost was, in fact, stunningly beautiful.

She was exactly what I expected to see — a thin beautiful woman with
long flowing hair. She walked softly, ethereally, across the bay, right on
top of the water, in a place where I knew it was at least twenty feet deep,
if not deeper.

Did I say beautiful? She practically glowed.

She wasn’t wearing much, and what she wore left little to the
imagination. It was a sort of a slip. She was barefoot. Where her feet
touched the surface of the water, the most delicate ripples spread.
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I looked around, thinking maybe someone was fooling me, maybe Jacob
was in on it, but there was no one there, no one except me and this
beautiful, slender vision of a woman.

She turned and started her gliding walk toward the shore.

I stepped closer, and rubbed my eyes. I didn’t expect that to actually
solve anything, but I’ve seen people do it in movies. She was still there,
and still softly and slowly walking closer to the shore.

Closer to me.

My god, she was beautiful! Her eyes were clear and perfect, her skin like
some kind of cross between the smoothest alabaster and something
magical.

I stepped closer, and stopped at the water’s edge, watching her.
“Who are you?” I asked.
In response, she glided closer.

I was stunned. Absolutely stunned. When I returned to town with her,
everybody was going to completely freak.

“Are you okay?” I asked. “You look cold.” It seemed like a pretty stupid
thing to say, but I was pretty much saying whatever came out of my
mouth.

I reached out to her, and she reached toward me.

In a man’s life, there are few times when he knows without a shadow of
a doubt what love really is, and in that exact moment, as I reached
toward her and she reached toward me, my heart and mind sang with
this exact feeling, with the sense of absolutely pure and passionate love.

Her embrace was brilliant. It was everything a man could ever want in
life, in love, and for the rest of his days.
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Then I felt her arms tighten like steel bands and I was lifted from the
beach, high into the air.

The water heaved upward and erupted in chaos, revealing Something
Horrible.

Something Horrible looked like some kind of frog or fish, but fifty,
maybe sixty feet wide, with a body that trailed fatly down into the
depths of the bay. Something Horrible’s head had a thick tendril
protruding from it, for nearly thirty feet, and ending at my beloved Lady
Ghost. I looked into her face, but it wasn’t quite a face anymore, and the
arms tightened and tilted me upside down.

I dropped Jacob’s shirt and watched it fall upward back onto the beach.

A blast of warm moisture struck me and I looked back at Something
Horrible.

Something Horrible’s mouth opened up, and there were rows of teeth,
wet and still red, probably from Jacob. Something Horrible swung me
over its mouth.

Then, Something Horrible let go, and my last thoughts were of how
beautiful the Lady Ghost had been.

How very, very beautiful.
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BEST FRIENDS

All trees have a life they live, and then something happens and then they
die and become the next generation of trees. On this section of trail, this
particular tree had in fact been alive a very long time. It had been a
spruce during its long life, reaching higher than most, touching the sky
every day. For a little over four hundred years, this spruce filled the
ground below it, and canopied the sky above. And then, one night in a
particularly difficult storm, lightning struck the tree, detonating the trunk
sixty feet above the ground. People had taken away the fallen canopy,
and committed their depredations upon the remains, leaving only a sixty-
foot tall column of wood, slowly leaching the remains of its soul into the
earth below.
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Peter sighed. This was his favorite of all the trees, and his favorite place
to sit and think when he had to sit and think. No one bothered him here.
He had been here all morning, but it was getting to be time to head back
home. Time to change from being alone to being—

He heard footsteps approaching. Soft-footed steps, running. Peter
crouched back down behind the spruce’s wide base. He had no idea who
was coming, but it was always safe to be safe.

Corey ran without aim. He just ran. They had moved here only a few
weeks ago, and it was summer, so he didn’t know anyone, and he didn’t
know any of the places, and he didn’t know any of the paths.

All he knew right now was that he wanted to run. He needed to run, until
he ran out of breath, and even then, it wouldn’t be enough.

Then he saw the tree.
He trotted to a stop.

The base of the spruce was at least as wide as he was tall. No, wider,
especially near the ground. Where the roots went down, they formed
pockets and cubbies, big enough to step into. Corey had walked around
some of the paths, but he had never been in this spot.

He looked up, following the tree’s trunk.

High above the ground, the trunk ended in a ragged mess of old
splintered wood.

Corey shook his head — what could do such a thing? The other trees
weren’t this way, just this one. Why would this one tree be singled out
from all the others, to be torn apart while all the others stayed upright,
and were healthy and safe?

Corey sighed.
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At the other end of the small clearing, there was a bench. Its wood
surface was old and grooved, black with water staining, and patchy with
mold. No one sat on this bench, at least not for a long time.

Corey glanced back at the base of the tree, and he understood why no
one sat at the bench.

He leaned over, touching the tree.
He turned and slid down, his back resting into one of the root cubbies.

Three deep breaths. A teacher once told his class was that three deep
breaths were enough to calm a person down. So, he took three deep
breaths.

Then the tears came.

He dug his hands into his eyes to make it stop, but for at least a minute,
there was no way to stop it. Inside his chest, it felt like something hot
and metal was wrapping around his heart, and with each heartbeat, the
metal hammered closer. With each heartbeat, his chest jumped. With
each heartbeat, he felt himself farther away.

Slowly, after a minute, things slowed. His head stopped jumping all
over. His chest stopped heaving. The tears slowed down. And the metal
around his heart cooled.

He took a deep breath, a shuddering breath.
“I’'m sorry,” said the soft voice.

“What?!” he cried out. He glanced about, but saw no one belonging to
that small voice.

“It’s okay, I’m just saying I’m sorry. Please don’t get up.”

Corey had just been tensing to get up. He didn’t want to be here, not if
someone else was here. What if they...

“I’m just a kid. Like you. Okay? Is that okay?”
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Then, Corey heard it in the voice. The smallness. It was just a kid.
He settled back down a little bit.

“Yeah,” he said. “Sorry, uh, sorry about that.” His mind raced. “I hurt
my leg.”

“I understand,” said the voice. “My name’s Peter. What’s your name?”

“Corey,” he said. “Peter, what are you doing out here?” He didn’t want
to talk about why he was out here, so talking about Peter was a lot safer.

Peter sighed. “I come out here because no one knows where I am, and
no one can find me out here.”

Corey nodded. “Am I okay being out here?” he asked. “This isn’t, like,
private property or anything, is it?”

“Yeah,” said Peter. “I think it’s okay. Besides, I could use a friend.”

Corey took another breath. This one was more controlled. “Yeah,” he
said. “I know what that feels like.”

“They don’t like you,” said Peter.

“No one likes me,” said Corey.

“They’re mean.”

“I don’t even know why. I just moved here. They have no reason.”

“They don’t know you,” said Peter. “Sometimes that’s all the reason
they need.”

“Great,” muttered Corey.

“If you ever need to come out here, that’s okay,” said Peter. “It’s not like
this is my own special tree. You can borrow it once in a while, too.”

“How do you borrow a tree?” asked Corey.
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“It was easier before,” said Peter. “Before the storm. It was a big tree
and you could sit under it as long as you needed to and you always
walked away feeling better. But now, that’s a little harder.”

“What happened to it?” asked Corey.

“A storm,” said Peter, and Corey could hear that this was all the answer
Peter was going to offer.

“Hey, Peter, you wanna go exploring?” Corey started to rise again.
“Please stop, Corey. Don’t get up.” Peter’s voice rose just enough.

Corey relaxed again. Besides, the tree right here was so comfortable.
“Why not?” he asked.

Peter coughed. “Well... can I tell you something?”
“Sure.”

“I... I don’t look right. I don’t look like other people. And some people,
they don’t like that.”

“What?”” asked Corey.

“That’s what they told me,” said Peter. “Playing with the other kids isn’t
really a thing I can do.”

Corey shook his head. “That sucks,” he said. “Is that why you come out
here?”

“It’s one of the reasons,” said Peter. “No one bothers me when I’'m out
here alone by my tree.”

Corey digested this a moment. “Am | interrupting you?”” he asked.

“No, no,” said Peter. “You’re fine. I'm glad you’re here. I really don’t
have any friends.”
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Corey straightened his back a little. Despite the cold metal shell around
his heart, he felt something inside, something a little warmer and a little
softer. “Are we friends?” he asked.

“Oh!” said Peter, surprised. “Oh, Corey, yes, I would like that very
much, if you’re okay with it.”

Corey shrugged and found himself smiling. “Sure! Hey, how old are
you, anyway?”’

“I’m seven,” said Peter.

“You’re seven?” asked Corey. “You sound pretty grown-up for being
seven.”

“Is that good?”
“I guess so,” said Corey. “You have any brothers or sisters?”

“I have a big brother,” said Peter. “But he’s all grown up now. No one
like me.”

“So, no one you can hang out with, then?” asked Corey.
“That would be nice,” said Peter.

“I’m eight,” said Corey. “Almost nine. So, I can be like an older brother
if you like. If you want. I can tell you what it’s all about. Like a good
older brother.”

It was quiet for a moment.
“Peter?” asked Corey. “You still there.”

“I am,” said Peter, but his voice wavered. “Corey... you would do that
for me?”

Corey shrugged. “Yeah. I live just over the other side of the field.
Behind the backstop. I know you don’t like going out, but if you ever
wanted to, I’d like to hang out sometime. It would be great having a kid
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brother. We don’t have to hang out at the house, though. That’s not so
good.”

There was another pause, and when Peter spoke, his voice sounded
different. Flatter.

“Is 1t trouble at your house?” Peter asked.

Corey took a deep breath. “Well, my mom’s okay. And my dad, he lives
in San Diego with his girlfriend, but that’s, like, a thousand miles away.”

“But there’s something, right?” asked Peter.

“There’s Dario.” The word slipped from Corey’s mouth and fell to the
ground like a snake. In that moment, Dario bloomed in his mind, all
crazy hair and scraggly beard and giant fists and breath that was sour
and sharp. He shook, and the image faded, though not as much as he
would have liked. “My mom married Dario last spring.”

“Dario’s your stepfather?” asked Peter.

“He doesn’t act like it,” muttered Corey. Again, Dario’s enraged face
filled his mind. “As soon as mom goes to work, he changes.” He closed
his eyes tight, hoping the memory would go away.

Behind him, behind the tree, Corey heard a sound, like celery being
twisted and crackling.

“You okay?” he asked.
The sound stopped.

“I’m okay,” said Peter. “Sorry. My stepfather is not a very nice person,
either.”

“Oh,” said Corey. “I’m sorry.”

“That’s why I come out here,” said Peter. “I can stay out here as long as
I like. No one comes looking for me.”

“Don’t they get worried?”
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“If they were really worried, they’d be nicer to me,” said Peter.

Corey grinned. His new friend — correction: his new ‘little brother’ —
was turning out to be a pretty funny kid. In a good way.

“Thanks for talking with me,” said Corey. “I gotta go back because
Mom wants me for dinner.”

“Okay,” said Peter. “Thanks for talking with me, too. I feel much better,
now that I have a friend.”

“And sounds like I have a little brother,” said Corey.

“Oh yeah, even better!” chirped Peter. “I totally forgot — thank you!”
Corey stood. “Well...”

“Corey, before you go...?”

“Yeah?”

“Maybe there’s something I can do for you.”

“What do you mean?”

“I don’t know. Maybe something. I have an idea.”

Corey grinned. This kid... “Okay, what?”

“Tonight at dinner, will your stepdad be there?”

Corey flinched. “Yeah.”

“When you’re at dinner, there’s something [ want you to tell him.”
“What’s that?”

“Tell him that there was a man in the woods. That this man said he had
toys for you if you would follow him.”

Corey shook his head. “What?”

“It’1l be okay. Just tell him that. He’ll get angry and want to know
where. Bring him here.”
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“I don’t understand,” said Corey. “What are you talking about?”

“Bring him here and tell him you saw the man behind this tree. Can you
do that, Corey?”

“But why would I... wait, what?”

“Corey, if we’re going to be brothers, then we’re going to have to learn
to trust each other. So, can you do it, Corey? Can you?”

Corey sighed. “I guess I can.”

“Okay. And then here’s the hard part. And you have to be sure to do this
part. As soon as he steps behind the tree, I want you to run.”

Corey’s mind was whirling. For an eight-year-old, Peter was sounding
awfully grown-up. “What? Why?”

“Just do it, Corey. Run all the way home. Don’t stop, don’t talk to
anyone, don’t say anything.” There was a silence. “Promise me you’ll
run away,” Peter added. “Please promise me you will.”

This was crazy. None of it made sense. “I’m not sure...”
“I am,” said Peter.
Corey stepped away from the tree. Stared at it. Then stepped around it.

As he rounded the trunk, something leapt away from the tree in the
opposite direction. He didn’t see it, but the bushes swayed a lot.

Corey stared into the green depths. He couldn’t see anything, but
somehow he knew. He knew Peter was still there. He knew that Peter
could still hear him and still see him.

Corey looked back at the tree.

Where Peter had been hiding, the tree was torn open, gaping wide, torn
open well past the bark and into the tree itself. The ground was scattered
with slices and shreds of ripped and twisted wood. Some of it was older,
wet and muddy. But some was new. Very new.
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Corey touched the tree and ran his fingers through some of the newest
grooves. They came back sticky with sap just now oozing out.

He remembered the sound he had heard, the tearing-celery sound.

For a moment, Corey was afraid. But then he remembered Dario. He
took a deep breath.

“Peter,” he said. “I don’t care what you look like, okay? And... and I’ll
do it. I’ll bring him here. After dinner. And then I’ll run and I won’t look
back.”

There was no response.
“Peter?” he asked. “Are we still friends?”

“Of course,” said Peter. His voice came from the trees, behind the
leaves, where Corey couldn’t see. “Best friends.”

Corey took a deep breath.

“But Corey, after you bring him here, you better wait a day or so before
you come back. To be sure.”

“To be sure,” repeated Corey.

“I’m very happy to have a brother,
now,” said Peter.

“Me too,” said Corey. And mostly,
he was telling the truth.
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SOuUL CROWS

Russ collapsed on his ass, hot and tired.

“Thirteen miles,” he said.

Jenny unslung her backpack.

“That’s a half-marathon,” he said.

“Yeah,” she replied. “And I feel every step of it.”

Russ pulled his backpack off and leaned it against the wall behind him.

“Before you do that,” she said. ““You might want to check. Scorpions,
ants, you know.”

Russ yanked his backpack away from the wall.

She grinned at him. As she sat down, Jenny kept her backpack in front
of her.

“Oh, now you’re going to get all ostentatious about it?” he asked.
“No,” she said. “I’m going to look before I drop my stuff.”

She made a deliberate show of looking all around. Then she set her
backpack against the same wall Russ had.
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“Oh my god — you did that,” he said.
“I did that.” she said, grinning at him.
She started unpacking, getting ready for the evening.

Russ stretched, his back crackling like bubble wrap. “Man, this place
was a lucky find.”

Jenny nodded. “Tiny shack in the middle of nowhere. Not suspicious at
all. Probably made by someone else who figured a half-marathon was
plenty enough distance to cover in the desert.”

“In the summer,” he added.
“In the summer,” she said.
Russ stood back up. “I guess I better check it out, make sure it’s safe.”

Jenny glanced up from her pack. The shack couldn’t have been bigger
than ten feet on a side. Nothing was in it — just a sandy dirt floor, four
wind-whipped and grooved wooden walls, and an angled roof. Flattened
tin cans had been nailed to the roof sections, and except for the slow-
growing patches of rust, the dry Mojave preserved those cans and their
telltale ridges.

Russ grinned at her.

“Don’t take too long,” she said. “I don’t want to have to send out a
search party.”

Russ shuffled over to a corner. “Nothing here,” he said.

He shuffled over to another corner. “All clear here,” he said.

He shuffled over to the third corner. Was silent. “Oh hey,” he said.
Jenny looked up.

Russ knelt by the corner, brushing sand away from the floor. “I found
something,” he said. “Oh cool!”
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From a shallow depression, he pulled an old satchel. Sand slipped from
its folds. More fell as he shook it.

“Check this out,” he said.

Russ brought the satchel over to Jenny and they both sat, facing it.
“Jeez,” she muttered. “It looks old. Not fake old, but realsie old.”
“I wonder how long it’s been under there?”” he asked.

Carefully, Jenny opened the satchel.

“What’s in there?” asked Russ. “Anything?”

Jenny looked in. “Huh,” she said.

She pulled out a folded sheet of paper. Its rough edges were yellow with
age and dryness.

“Be careful,” Russ said, as she slowly unfolded it.

“I’m being careful,” she said.

The paper had been folded into quarters, and was now unfolded.
“Aw man, not a treasure map,” muttered Russ.

“Still, 1it’s pretty cool,” said Jenny. She squinted closer at the small
handwriting on the sheet.

“What’s it say?” he asked.
“It’s tiny,” she said. “But I think I can read this. Hang on...”
She cleared her throat and began.

“We still cannot believe what we have done. For anyone who finds this,
please forgive us the pride that drove us deeper into dark places.”

“That’s not ominous,” Russ said.

“Sh,” said Jenny. “Everybody talked this way back then. Just lemme
continue, okay?”
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“Okay,” he said.
With a last side-eyed glance at him, Jenny continued.

“It started quietly, in the deepest tunnel. A new tunnel. We had hoped to
find silver, but the veins widened to cracks and the cracks widened to a
passage. At the end of that passage, we found the box. The miners
opened it and the black eye fell out. God help us for making this simple
mistake. The miners brought it to the surface and we all marveled
because the black eye was a beautiful gem. We marveled so much that
we never noticed the crows.”

“Crows? Is that the right word?” Russ asked.
“Yeah, that’s very clear,” Jenny said.

“The next day, we found the foreman dead, his heart burned from his
chest. Crows covered his house. We thought it to be an accident, but the
next day, three of his crew we also found dead. Their chests as well
burnt. One man’s so badly that had we not found him in his own house,
we would never have known who he was.”

“Oh man,” said Russ. “That’s tabloid shit right there.”
“No kidding,” said Jenny.

“In all cases, the crows came and covered the houses. The crows
covered more and more. But they did not move like crows, they did not
call like crows, and so, by the third day, we decided they were not
simply crows. That day, nine more people were found dead.”

“Holy shit, how big was that town — you think they’d be running out,”
said Russ.

Jenny shrugged.

“That was when we decided it must be the black eye. It must have a
song that only the crows can hear, and it must have a hunger that only
the hearts of men can slake. We took the eye and put it back in the box
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and we threw the box into the grinding mill. Our mill can powder rock in
a day, but at the end of that day, the mill lay in pieces, its grinders
destroyed. On the ground, in the wreckage, we found the eye, untouched
and unmarred. We knew then that we were cursed and that we had
brought into our midst a Soul Eater.”

Jenny looked up. “I’ve never heard of a Soul Eater,” she said.

“I haven’t either,” said Russ. “It’s not a thing that [ know of in the local
tribes. I wonder what it 1s.”

“Well, I presume...”
He rolled his eyes. “Yeah, I mean, other than the obvious.”

“I guess 1t’s whatever a black eye is,” said Jenny. “I’m trying to not
laugh at that.”

She turned back to the paper.

“That night, all but two of us died. The air was thick with crows. Their
eyes never blinked, and they made no sound. We called them Soul
Crows, because they were called by the Soul Eater. With only two of us
left, we were unsure if we would survive the night. We dynamited the
mine.”

“Holy cow, there’s a dynamited mine near here?”” asked Russ. “That
would be pretty cool to find.”

“I don’t think so, after reading this,” said Jenny. “You are following
along in the story, right? The mine was a bad place.”

“If we leave things be, then maybe we have a chance,” said Russ. “No
dragging artifacts out of the mine.”

“No dragging anything out of the mine,” said Jenny. “Okay, last bit.”
She squinted at the bottom of the sheet.
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“Only one of us survived the mine. I decided to bring the Soul Eater out,
away from the town, to find a lonely place where it won’t ever be found
and bury it under the ground. I don’t know how long I shall last, though.
The crows follow me in ever greater numbers, and they watch me even
as I write this. I can feel their unblinking eyes outside. Pray for my
wretched soul. Pray for us all, for we are lost.”

Jenny exhaled. “Jeez.”

“No kidding,” said Russ. “That’s... super grim.” He looked around. “Do
you suppose this was where he buried 1t?”

“If it was, he didn’t do a very good job of burying it if you were able to
find it,” said Jenny.

“Ha, very funny. I was searching.”

“Looks like you found something,” said Jenny. “You think Doctor
Stevens might want to look at all of this once we get back?”

“Oh, for sure,” said Russ. “I bet he already knows all about this Soul
Eater thing, but we just hadn’t hit that in class yet.”

Jenny reached down and picked up the old satchel. “Let’s put it back in
the bag,” she said, as she flipped the top open.

Something flew out and fell to the ground between them.
A shiny tar-black opal lay in the sand.

“Uh...” she started to say.

“Do you think that’s 1t?”” asked Russ.

The opal glistened as if it was wet. Deep inside, behind the glistening,
something purple sparkled, the tiniest amount, as if glimpsed through
eyes half-closed. The air grew heavy and crackled lightly as if a storm
was building above their heads. The sand closest to the stone shifted,
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different grains rotating in alignment to the stone, responding to an
unheard call.

They each scooted away.

“You know what,” said Jenny. “About a mile back, we passed that
cubby in the ridge. You remember that?”

“Yeah,” nodded Russ.

“I think, let’s, uh, let’s leave all this here, and go spend the night under
that ridge instead.”

They both got to their feet.

In a moment, Jenny had repacked her bag, carefully avoiding the stone
in the center of the room.

She looked over at Russ. His pack was already strapped on.
“Ready?” he asked.

“Very,” she said.

They pushed open the old wooden door and stepped outside.

For fifty yards in all directions, the streaked tan of the Mojave floor was
invisible, covered by a layer of quiet birds.

Crows.

More flew in and landed on the
periphery of the flock, stepping
closer once they were on the
ground.

“The crows,” said Russ.

Jenny nodded. “The crows,” she
said.

The crows watched them with eyes unblinking.
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THE WORLD IS FILLED WITH STORIES DARK...

Everybody has a story, that story, the one they tell when they are
sure they won’t be made fun of, the one they tell that leaves them
cold and empty, the one they tell when they think there’s a chance
that someone finally will believe them.

Jack G. Harlowe believes them. A wanderer, a listener, and a
storyteller, Jack’s origins and life remain a mystery, but one thing
1s certain — the mysterious notebooks he left behind contain not
simply a list of stories, but a psychic map of the underside of
humanity and the dark ragged edges of life. :

Enjoy Terror Stories from the Territories — each volume is a
carefully curated experience designed to bring you to the edge of
madness and to leap from that precipice as needed.
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