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Hours of Horror


Chapter One


1987

The night was particularly warm tonight, few white clouds peeling over the moonlit sky. Pine trees held still like soldiers dressed for battle, ready to seek out and destroy the enemy, moving in covert operation to take the enemy stronghold; the grass was as still as a carpet of nails in the deep, dank darkness. The dog slept as peacefully as ever, slow tail wagging back and forth over the gravel driveway, not minding the chewed-up rocks, lost in a world of fantasy. All seemed so peaceful and so calm…

Suddenly the dog bolted up, wide-awake. The tail stopped moving in slow arcs and was held out stiff; the hair on its back rose up about an inch in aggression. The Golden Retriever peered into the night, at the line of pine trees surrounding the small pool, which looked like poured concrete in the still night.

The ears perked up and it stood, a growl rising in its throat. The eyes pierced the darkness, sending bolts of fear through the Pine Barrens that enveloped the land. Muscles flexed as it prepared to attack, but it saw nothing; it only felt the presence of something.

Stepping forward, the sound of its chain dragging across the gravel broke the silence of the night. Suddenly the dog let out a bark before its throat was ripped open, the pet falling to the ground. 

The dog opened its mouth, tried to scream in pain.  The pain quickly passed as the dog gave up its life, a beastly creature overhanging, an omen of what was to come…

Chapter Two


2002
Damon wasn’t one to take things lightly. No, it seemed to be that everyone and everything to him was critical and there was no time to make the move. As a reporter, that was a manner to be cherished, but in the home life, wife Alex never really was up to that certain aura, that certain prowess he seemed to carry around. More often than once an innocent joke had turned to a full-scale argument with him sleeping on the couch.  Despite secret wars within their shared home (no children yet; Alex didn’t see it “proper” for her husband to have children for obvious anger reasons) the flame of their unsettled love and keen devotion towards one another continued to burn bright.

They’d known each other ever since the beginning of seventh grade, when Damon had began going to school with Alex.  Both remembered when they’d met in an accidental – Alex knows her reason was good, Damon’s bad – stakeout outside the Principal’s office at the Junior High. Ever since then, the young Alec had become good friends with Damon. They went everywhere together, including her choir practices and Damon’s arcade roundabouts, but never out past eleven.  Both seemed to have fun at each despite the fact of there being lots of girls at the choir practices and nothing but buzzing dongs, shouts and screams at the game palace. But their friendship never ceased, and as the years passed, Damon began finding himself in love with her.

At first it had been no more than an urge to chill with her every now and then, but it became more frequent, more powerful. At times Damon had almost wanted to cry when months would pass without seeing her – his father had worked for the American Naval Services and was often stationed with his family internationally. It grew and grew in intensity, and then he started having those thoughts about her.  As tenth grade rounded, he began to have butterfly-like feeling in his stomach whenever he spent time with her. It wasn’t long before he got the nerve to ask her out…

And it wasn’t long before he took a spill and got rejected. Alex had said she liked the inside personality, but was worried what others would think with his not-so attractive body (he’d been overweight and had had a bad case of acne growing up).

They stayed friends up through out High School and into college where they started dating and eventually were married.  But Damon never would forget when his father had said the words that had revealed the true female nature during the high school years. In the deep, gruff, commanding voice he’d acquired from extensive work in the Navy, he’d said, “Damon, girls at your age aren’t mature.”

The words struck Damon like a brick and he responded, “But I thought girls matured faster than boys!” He didn’t like the idea of his father putting on him that he was wildly immature in his pursuit after her. 

“And that is true,” his father had said sternly, a weathered hand on his son’s sloping shoulder. “They naturally mature faster than boys physically. But girls, their mental stage of maturity is a whole lot slower, and is complete at the end of High School and beginning of college. I know that you find Alex attractive on the inside, and that led to your interest in her and her growing beauty in your eyes, but these girls are still worried about outside appearance and reputation more than an outstanding and worthy relationship.”

“That’s pretty cruel,” Damon had muttered under his breath.

“You have to be patient, is all.”

As a tenth grader, that had meant he’d have to wait her out for maybe another two to five years! He didn’t like the sound of it, but being a boy after the facts – heck, he’d become a reporter! – He’d accepted it and moved on. And without ill affects.

It was at the end of college that they were married, moved to Stanton, New Jersey, got an apartment, and lived a normal life. Damon was a reporter and Alex was a supermarket attendant in town. Things were running smoothly, better than ever.

But things were about to change…

The helicopter flew low over the trees, flying through the gaps between mountains and over the rolling valleys between the mighty peaks. The Channel 18 chopper was colored a sleek blue, matched perfectly against the clear sky. The rotors on the tail and top spun madly, the pilot smoothly steering the beast towards their heading.

In the back, twenty-three year-old Damon hunched over the files he’d been faxed from Headquarters in Stanton. It was so direly amazing how technology had advanced; Damon sat on a comfortable couch with a buckled-down fax machine to his left, next to the window that revealed the beautiful landscape, eyes calmly scanning over the documented material. No, he couldn’t drink coffee or anything, but this would do; this would do.

Damon slapped the file down on the couch and looked across the cramped cabin to his assistant, Mr. Garcia. The man was just a few months shy of 25 years old. The man was short and stocky, quite unlike the tall and nimble Damon, and had an Argentinean mustache and stubble for a beard. His dark brown eyes were slanted and as dry as the Mojave Desert, but shone like wild pyrite in the scorching daytime sun. A wide-brimmed Philadelphia Colts hat set against his balding scalp as he stared at his supervisor, lost in thought.

“Chico, my man, I hate these kind of cases,” Damon said in his calm but risen voice. He was able to sing a great soprano, but he didn’t relish the ordinary voice to prove it. “They give me nightmares all the time, you know?”

Chico didn’t respond, just stared at Damon, as if lost in a daze, in another dimension; his eyes were glazed over, body swaying to the gentle curve of the helicopter.

“Chico, wake up!” an exasperated Damon shouted. He smiled as Chico seemed to bolt awake, almost falling out of the plastic chair, which was bolted to the floor. Damon wasn’t in a laughing mood this time, however. “Dang it, Chico, you need to keep focused! I don’t know why I drag you around with me wherever I go! It’s stupid, that’s what it is! You always seem to be off in your own little world.”

In a gruff, Argentinean voice, Chico said quickly, “Sorry, Damon, but I was just thinking again.” The man would have been good as an alto, but his voice was too hoarse and scratchy for such an important role.

“Yeah, well, don’t. That’s my job. You just take the pictures.”

“I won’t be allowed to for this one, Damon.”

Damon suddenly frowned even deeper. “Who gave you the file?”

“No one, sir!” Chico shouted, holding out his hands in desperation. Everyone seemed to bounce as the chopper broke in speed, falling towards the rolling earth. “I know a man who lives in the town, it is mostly a Mexican town with some Spanish speakers. In fact, my uncle used to live there, and one of my cousins still does.”

“I thought you said you were Argentinean.”

“I am, Damon, but I know most of the Mexican culture and the Spanish language.”

There was a bounce and the interior got dark as the helicopter gently landed. The wind blasting from the motor spewed up grass and chunks of dirt, caused the branches of the thick oaks and elms to sway violently in the air.

Damon stood from his seat, leaving the documents on the couch. “We’ll see what the word is here. You follow my lead and better leave the camera in here, got it?”

Chico nodded, looking over to his camera bag. “Yes, sir.”

“And don’t screw it up,” Damon said as the door to the cabin opened, the copilot swinging at the handle, the outside lock in his hands. Damon leapt down, the rotor blades above spinning to a halt. And he gasped at the sight.

There were more fire trucks, ambulances, and police squad cars than had seemed to be in the famed Okalahoma City Bombing alone! Men and women dressed in civilian clothes ran around with checklists and medical supplies, trying to get the latest word on what to do. Certainly news of what had happened would reach the stands by tomorrow morning.

“Are we first?” Damon asked, turning to the copilot.

The copilot nodded as he strode towards the door to the cockpit. Shouting over his shoulder, he answered, “The only one, sir.”

“Only one?” Damon asked, not getting a response. Turning into the madness, he took a deep breath and strode forward, Chico bumbling along behind him, camera bag not in hand. So the Mexican – no, Argentinean – had not forgotten. Good. 

They passed several workers and a few government vehicles – mostly rescue or law enforcement, but a few unmarked – before they reached the yellow tape. As Damon began stepping over, swinging his agile leg over the three-foot-high masking, a policeman ran up to them, sidearm at his side, in the holster, what Damon knew as beating sticks in hand.

“Sir, you cannot go pass this marker,” the man breathed, his heavyset figure panting from the unneeded excerption. Damon and Chico both could easily tell the town’s law enforcement was never really “out”. 

“Sir,” Damon said, “we’re from Channel 18 and…”

“Sir, I have my orders and I will enforce them.”

“But, you see…”

“I see that one leg is over the official barrier, in the quarantine zone, and I do not like it.” His eyes blazed into Damon’s, but the man did not strike back; he did not see hitting the officer as bright and it would not accomplish a thing.

“Where can we go to check it out…”, Damon asked as he showed the officer his “reporters credentials”.  Damon was stopped silent as a body bag was issued past, rounding past the masking tape, the top and sides of the black bag damp and much blacker than needed. “Good God, I read the report, but…”

The man swallowed. “For years nothing happened in this little town, and now over twenty are dead.” He shook his head sadly. “It is a very deep and confusing mystery, it is.”

“I bet,” Chico said.

Damon watched the body bag get loaded into one of the unmarked vehicles; to his dismay he saw over three other bags in there, blood staining the covers as it did to the first, also. It was horrific. “It’s amazing.” He looked over to the guard, forgetting their former argument. “A murderer?”

“More like a whacko,” Chico spoke up. “Who kills twenty people and gets away?” He frowned. “He’s a bloody smart whacko, I say, and I say we kill him.”

Damon shot a meaningful glance over to his assistant that spoke very clearly, Shut up! Turning back to the guard, he said, “Are there any clues, anything?”

The guard shrugged. “I can’t tell you anything but that of which I all ready have.” He turned, pointed to a home that was being used as Government Headquarters for the investigation. “The Sergeant in there will give you all you need, and I hear there’s a survivor one could talk to. I hear she’s all right, but is in shock. She says…” He stopped short, unable to say it, whether for pain or for confidentiality, neither Damon nor Chico could tell. Looking into the reporters’ eyes, he breathed, “But go on and you will find out all you need.”

Damon nodded and set off, pushing past the guard, a short Chico at his feet. They passed the unmarked van, the sour stench of blood wafting into their nostrils. Up ahead was the home, and both wondered what they would soon know… and wondered whether they really want to know.

It was much more comfortable inside than out, with the air conditioners blowing, keeping the scorching, midmonth, August heat from seeping into their souls. The two reporters were taken to a den, which was being used as a makeshift office. Pictures of a black family sat on a cozy fireplace mantel, a few lazy boys and a couch sitting against the walls, a wrought iron desk – not very fit for the color and decoration of the room, but would do – used as the unofficial workplace of Sergeant Claymore.

Looking up from the desk, the strong and balding sergeant leapt from his seat and shook hands with both the men, frowning from ear to ear. “How can I help you, I’m Sergeant Clay” he said quickly, mouth running at full speed. 

Damon responded, “ We are with channel 18 and we are covering the story – what can tell us?”

“We’ve got quite a mess and no doubt earlier phone calls have been made. I’ve been working with the Government for thirty-some odd years now and I absolutely know that more reporters are on their way, so we need to get down to business if you want the scope.”

“Fine, fine,” Damon said, dropping himself into the seat. “Can we take pictures?” The Sergeant nodded, also sitting down, behind his desk. Damon snapped at Chico, “Why didn’t you bring the durned camera? Go get it, Chico!”

The Argentinean nodded and quickly lost himself out of the room. As the door slowly swung to a shut behind him, the Sergeant said, “A little hard on him, aren’t you? People make mistakes.”

“He’s a cameraman,” Damon said, forgetting his instructions to Chico to not bring the camera. “he always needs to bring his gear.”

“Oh,” the Sergeant said.

“Well, we can get moving, I can take pictures later.”

“That’s fine with me.”

Damon nodded, thought of a question, his reporter brain flashing like lightning deep within his head. “When did you first stumble upon the several deaths?”

“A local cop smelt something odd and came upon it. He later got hold of the rest of the police, they got more ambulances and fire trucks from the nearby town of Claysburg, and then we called you.”

Damon was unlike most reporters, he didn’t need a notepad or tape recorder to record the details. He was a bright man and was able to catalog everything into the cracks of his brain, bringing it up from storage when needed. His professors at college had been furious at his lack of note-taking, but had backed down when he’d always come out with the best reports and the most accurate quotes and information.

Damon opened his mouth to ask a question. “Is it clearly a homicide? I know there’s a state mental hospital somewhere close – I think in Charlesburg – and I hear they got some pretty screwed-up whackos in there. Is it possible one of the fools escaped and went wild, let loose in society?”

The Sergeant laughed. “No, this is no movie set for Psycho. But that question did come up early and we checked with the hospital. They have everyone checked and accounted for, so this had to be a resident or at least someone that was not from the hospital.”

“Well, that doesn’t exactly narrow things down.”

“I know.”

Damon sat in the chair for several moments, thinking. “Of course, Sergeant, you’ve had detectives and coroners check over the scene for clues, haven’t you?”

“Yes, and we’ve found nothing!” His voice rose up in his throat, almost to a shout. “We don’t know how, we don’t know why, there aren’t any clues!”

“None at all?” Damon asked.

The Sergeant mournfully shook his head.

“No fingerprints, boot marks, nothing?”

“Nothing,” the Sergeant repeated. “We haven’t seen anything like this before! We’ve swept the place clean twice! If we don’t get anything, this place will end up being a ghost town!”

“Or a vacation spot.”

“The human race is a sick race.”

“I know, I know,” Damon said.

There was silence for several moments before the Sergeant spoke up. “Of course, there is one explanation for it all, if you’re willing.”

Damon bored into the man’s eyes. “I am.”

“It’s absurd, really.”

“Nothing surprises me, remember I’m a reporter.”

The Sergeant frowned, the words not coming out. After a definitive glare from the reporter, he finally blurted the suggestion from his throat. “There is a legend in these parts of a creature called the Jersey Devil. As far as I know, it’s a scam, and the last really high-ranking case was back in 1987. Since then, nothing.”

“The Jersey Devil?” Damon asked, the name sounding familiar. He remembered it from somewhere deep within his childhood, but couldn’t place it, as if it were close, but too far to grasp. “And what is the Jersey Devil?”

“Some say an animal, others a monster, me a hoax, and even more the devil himself!” the Sergeant exclaimed, feeling more at ease, now that what needed to be said was said. “A dog was completely mutilated, torn up and mauled.” He shook his head. “Unbelievable. I wasn’t there, but I saw the pictures in books, on websites, and even in confidential files. There were even tracks around the dog, but no creature was found. It was a bloody mess.”

Damon was interested, leaning forward in his seat. “So it really happened?”

“Yes.”

The door swung open, Chico stepping inside. Before he could get a word off, Damon hissed, “Get outside and get some pictures of the scene!”

“But the guards…”

“Get out of here now!”

Not wanting an argument, the man left.

“A little hard on him, aren’t you?” the Sergeant asked, the door slamming shut. “I don’t exactly relish it when people treat others as low as…”

“We were talking about the Jersey Devil,” Damon said.

The Sergeant nodded, dropping it. “Yes, we were.”

“So you think it’s a hoax?” Damon repeated.

He nodded. “Yes.”

Damon did some quick calculations in his mind. “Why wasn’t it ever deemed proof of this thing, the Jersey Devil? Did the people just not want to accept it?”

“No, they did,” the Sergeant answered. “But the current police chief wouldn’t let it out, said it would hurt his reputation around the states. He later left and a new chief replaced him. No one’s remembered about the case, except for a few whacko Internet sites. Most people say it’s a hoax.” He swallowed. “Now we know this is the truth.”

Damon frowned. “We’re all ready claiming it to be the work of the Jersey Devil? For crying out loud, it’s only a myth! Who cares…”

“There was a survivor,” the man said, rising from his seat, pushing the chair back behind him, pressing it against a bookcase. “None of us here can speak Spanish, and she’s Spanish, but she constantly says ‘Jersey Devil’. We’re getting a translator down here soon.  We want to be careful who we get because we don’t know exactly what this witness is going to say.”

Damon stood with the officer. “My assistant knows Spanish, he can speak with her! Then we will know what she really is saying!” He turned and headed for the door. Pausing, he glanced over his shoulder. “Come with me, I’ll find Chico.”

The three of them moved through the home and were allowed into a guest bedroom, where the woman was holed up. She lay in a bed with an IV through her arm and looked perfectly healthy, just a little shocked. The physicians had taken care of her for shock, and had run an IV of painkiller into her arm; she’d had a nasty bruise against her back, splitting the spinal cord, and was paralyzed from the waist down. She would be fine, though, except for her fall in the kitchen. Most freaky, though, was that she was covered with glass from a blown window – someone (or something) had leapt through the large kitchen window set against the rolling countertops.

Damon turned to Chico, said, “Ask her what it was and then translate what she replies, all right?” 

Chico nodded and kneed down next to the bed, looking at the Mexican woman who appeared to be sleeping, but really just had her eyes closed – too much of a hassle for her to keep them open in her painful condition. Taking a deep breath, he asked, “¿Cómo estas?” 

The woman’s eyes shot open, and she looked into his, pain and misery flowing from her gaze. “No bien, mucho malo.” Her words were filled with pain and desperation, sorrow and inclined fear. Truly something horrible had happened.

Damon asked, “What did she say?”

“She said she wasn’t doing very well,” Chico answered.

“Get on with the important stuff!” Damon demanded, getting a stray look from the Sergeant, one he didn’t notice at all. Looking down at his watch, gauging the time, he demanded, “Get on with it and ask the woman what happened!”

Chico sighed, turned back to the woman. “?Que le ha pasado? ¿Por qué ser en eso do modo que muchos muerto la gente? ¿Por qué ser tu el solomante la sala?”

The woman looked deep into his soul, was silent, as if searching for the answers. Chico could almost feel her fear, could almost smell her sorrow, pulsing from her body in waves. “!Yo fue prepari almuerzo y, de mi ventana, yo el reloj as mi la familia son motadi cerca de el Jersey Devil!”

Chico did not know what she meant, and therefore a look of puzzlement overcame his face. He turned to look at his boss and the Sergeant and said, “She says that she was fixing lunch when her family was killed by someone named the Jersey Devil.”

Both Damon and the Sergeant felt chills go up their spines. After exchanging glances, Damon said, “Good enough, Chico. That’s all we need.”

“Sir…”

“Chico, that’s all we need.” Damon turned to the Sergeant, offered a hand. As they shook, he said, “Do you want me to write up a report on a mysterious slaying or on a slaughter performed by this Jersey Devil?”

The man answered, “Mysterious, please. Its bad enough I have these deaths, I certainly don’t want to worsen it by making people believe there is some sort of monster that is out on the loose.  He looked the reporter in the eyes. “Do you respect that decision, sir?”

“Of course I do,” Damon said, shaking his head. “I’m just as stunned as you are at this.” He looked him in the eyes. “You still thinking this is a hoax?”

The Sergeant shrugged. “I have no clue, but I’m thinking about it.” He turned to look at the cameraman. “Both of you should get going, the Feds will be clearing this place out soon. I hear they got several choppers followed by a caravan moving in from up north. Better get outta here before you’re quarantined and locked up.”

Damon nodded. “Good call.” He looked down at Chico, who was saying goodbye to the woman. He figured she was relieved to finally be speaking with someone that spoke her own tongue. “Let’s go, Chico, we have to hit the road. It’s been a big day and I can feel things are going to be changing pretty quickly.”

Chico nodded, standing. Silently he left, the woman staring at the ceiling, heart pounding. The Sergeant pulled out, Damon following, but as he left the room, he risked one more glance back at the woman, and saw a mask of grief cover her face, which was even itself masked by an even greater cloak of something much, much bigger:

Fear.

Chapter Three

She stood next to her desk, watching the kids leave. It was a ritual, but one that hadn’t the slightest twinge of meaning. As the seniors lost themselves in the halls, her eyes traced their steps, the slow closing of the door…

No. It was pushed open by a manly hand, and suddenly a man was in the classroom, leather jacket contrasting like ugly dirt against the blue paint and the several astrological posters hanging on the walls, the insistent math scribbling on the chalkboard. He hadn’t the slightest facial hair, but wore a nice cap of brown hair, topped with beautiful, searing eyes. He was thin and gangly, mildly attractive.

“Can I help you?” Andrea asked, stepping forward from her desk. “If you’re here for the student parent-teacher conferences, they’re next week, not…”

“No, no,” Damon said, looking her in the eyes. He saw a young woman of twenty-five (although she was older than he was), only a couple years out of college, majoring in math education. He looked up at the clock on the wall: it was 2:15. School was out for the day. Looking back at the teacher, he said, “I’m a reporter from Stanton, which is about a two-hour drive from here.”

“So what brought you all the way from Stanton to see me?” Andrea asked, a little flabbergasted. With long, black hair and a medium build and casual dress, she was similar to what he imaged she would look like.

Damon answered, “I’m covering a story that happened close to Stanton, but just a little north. There was a mass murder…”

“Oh, I heard about that!” the woman exclaimed, her voice high and worried. She took a step back, seemed to tense up. “Do they know what happened?”

Damon responded, “They all ready have a suspect in custody,” he flat-out lied. No way he could tell her what he really thought (he’d spent a whole night reflecting on the subject and found himself believing in this absurd Jersey Devil). “It’s just that I thought I could get a few words from you or something.”

Andrea swallowed, thinking. What does this man want? I live two hours away from the murders! I have nothing to do with it! How am I even thought to be involved? “Well, okay, but I don’t know how I can help.”

Damon looked over to one of the under-sized desks.

“You can sit down, yes,” Andrea said, a little nervous.

Damon got comfortable, dropping into the seat. He squirmed in its tightness, felt pain shoot up and down his back; he remembered his old classroom desks when he was in school: not a pretty memory.

“So, you had questions?” an anxious teacher asked, sitting down on her own desk, shoving aside papers needed to be graded and a few pencils.

“Yes,” Damon said, looking her in the eyes, elbow propping up his head as he rest against the lip of the desk. “I don’t know a good way to bring this up, so I will be direct.  I need to know about the Jersey Devil.”

The woman swallowed, went a little pale at those words. Damon suddenly bolted from his seat and quickly wrapped an arm around her back to steady her.  Goosebumps erupted over her arms and she felt cold and clammy.

“Are you all right?” Damon asked quietly.

“I’m fine, fine,” she said, feeling dizzy and lightheaded.

“You almost went black there.”

“Yeah, I’m sorry.”

“Maybe I should leave…”

Andrea shook her head. “No, no, stay.  I’ll be OK.” She swallowed, choking down sobs, looked the man in the eyes. “I take it you were referenced to me?”

Damon nodded. “By the Stanton Police Headquarters.”

“They told you I could help?”

Damon nodded, wondering what information was bottled up inside the innocent soul of hers. “Yes, they told me you’d be of great help, so I drove all the way here to see you.”

“Well, I’ll tell you what happened to me.”

Something happened to her! Damon held his excitement, despite the fact that he felt he was in the presence of a real-time witness to the Jersey Devil! “Go ahead, Miss Stevens.”

Andrea nodded, stared at the wall. “It was fifteen years ago. I was sleeping, and it was a beautiful night. I heard barks and growls outside, and knew it was my dog.  My mom was gone, and she usually locked the dog in the garage.  So I went to the door and was about to open it when I suddenly heard a scream.”  Her face tightened, her chest heaved, holding off tears. “I looked out the window – I was so scared – and saw this dragon-like monster attacking my dog…” Suddenly she buckled over, in tears; but they were not tears of grief, though. No, they were tears of fear.

“It’ll be all right,” Damon said, stroking her back. Inside, Damon could not wait for her next words, fascinated by this story.

Andrea nodded, composing herself. “The Devil flew off, leaving my dog dead. I don’t remember anything after that except waking up in my bed the next, the sun shining into my eyes. For a few seconds I was as happy as could be, thinking it was all a dream.” She paused, as if looking for the right words. “When I went down stairs my mom told me my dog had been killed, but did not mention any details.  I told my mom about what I saw, but I didn’t think she believed it was the work of some “dragon”.  Instead she thought it was probably some other kind of wild animal native to this area.”  She choked down sobs as the memories flooded back.

“So the Jersey Devil killed the dog?” Damon asked, storing the invaluable information in his head. Was she the woman who reported the case that Sergeant back in town had been speaking of?

“Yes, and he would have killed me, too, if he could have gotten to me,” Andrea said, looking into his eyes through her own, glazed over with the late frost of tears. “I thank my lucky stars everyday that it hadn’t seen me, cause if it would have…”

Damon didn’t need her to finish her sentence; he knew where it was going. “Do you or anyone you know have any idea where this Devil came from?”

Andrea shrugged. “Most people think it is simply a hoax, although there are books and lots of sites written by those stupid, adoring fans of the Jersey Devil. I’ve heard the story that a woman was having her thirteenth baby when she exclaimed, ‘I hope it’s the Devil!’ Then she got her wish and the Jersey Devil was born, leaving her home and disappearing into the Pine Barrens.”

“Which are several miles from here,” Damon said.

Andrea nodded, tears and crying fading. “That’s why I moved here. Not only to teach, but to get away from the memories and the awful knowledge that something was out there, something was in the Pine Barrens that surrounded my home.”

Damon nodded, hearing the busses outside pulling away, their tires and engines squealing in the August heat. He glanced towards a window and saw the Appalachian Mountains in the distance, a trail of buses going over the other side of a hill, towards the depths of the town.

Andrea pulled away, stumbling from the desk. Bending over, she righted the desk and said, “But I bet the authorities don’t want you to publish anything on the Jersey Devil?”

Damon nodded, sitting on the desk. “You’re right. But, personally, I think I’m going to investigate.” He paused. “Well, my assistant and I will. I just want to get some background information.” A pause. “Do you have any books, magazines, newspapers, websites, anything I can use as a resource?”

Andrea let the desk fall into position and turned, facing the man. She looked deep into his eyes, could almost feel the eagerness and excitement deep within his bones, could see a cold heart, blocking out care, so deprived of love, longing only for wealth and material possessions.  No, he wouldn’t understand. But it’s worth a try, she thought to herself, taking a deep breath of courage.

“Look, Mister…” She realized that she didn’t know his name, and was suddenly feeling awkward. A man had driven two hours to see her, they had wasted her time talking, and she didn’t even know his name?

Damon said, “The name is Mr. Hall, working out of Stanton.”

“Well, Mr. Hall,” Andrea said, “I have some words of advice for you: don’t go out on a limb to find the Jersey Devil. Even if you suppose it caused the deaths, it won’t show up even if you bribed it. It’s very secretive and hard to find; hundreds have wasted their lives away looking for it.”

Damon said, “But I know that some found it.”

Andrea looked him deep in the eyes. “But they forever regretted it.”

Damon hung onto those last words for several moments before impulses caused him to turn and run. Stumbling for the door, he glanced over his shoulder at the bewildered High School teacher. “Look, Miss Stevens, I’ll contact you if I need some help; I got your number from the police station.” 

And without waiting for a response, he turned and left the room, leaving her alone, shutting the door softly behind him. Andrea turned and faced the cupboards behind her desk, looked at pictures of her dog as a puppy and grown-up. And she cried.

One Week Later

The last of the moving vans peeled away from the small town of Claysburg, the site of the slayings over a week ago. The FBI had given up hope and pulled out, funerals had been held, the homes of the dead were being sold out like wildfire. For Damon, his wife, and Chico, all three pitched in and rented an older farm house that was high up in the Pine Barrens, the driveway almost a road snaking through the desolate forest before slamming into the town.

Taking a whiff of the deep, clean, country air, Damon smiled, turning to stare up the porch at the Monticello doorway leading into the parlor. The door was propped open, Chico disappearing as he headed deeper into the house; Alex was somewhere upstairs getting their bedroom unpacked.

Damon sighed, headed up the deck, sat down in a rickety swinging chair left over by the old renters.  Gently rocking back and forth, he stared out at the towering pines, glistening in the sunlight, birds fluttering from tree to tree.  He’d taken a leave from Channel 18 and the newspaper for a while, would be working on this Devil case for some time.  He didn’t expect much, thought it’d be like vacation.  Something like that, at least.

Staring down the road, over the crest of the hill he could see the small town of Claysburg stretched out below like a peaceful blanket.  There was a rumble down the road and a white car appeared, the bottom caked with dust from the mountainous trek. Damon stood, watched in interest as the car neared the old, farm-style home. As it pulled up next to his beat-up Sedan, he saw the door of the white Camero open and Andrea Stevens step out, dressed in hiking boots, jeans, and a button-up collared t-shirt.

“Miss Stevens!” Damon called, running down the porch steps and shaking hands with her. “It’s great to see you!” he beamed. With an outstretched arm he showed her his new home. “Isn’t it great? I got permission from the general store down in town to use their lawn as a helicopter pad for the flights to and from Stanton. I’m going back in three days…”

“Mr. Hall,” Andrea insisted, “please call me Andrea.” She grinned, her white teeth shining in the sun. “I have my bags packed and in the trunk; I’ve gotten reservations at a motel down in town and will be staying there for the next week. I decided to take off work and come help you out on your so-called quest.”

Damon grinned right back, but it soon turned to a frown. “Miss Stevens… No, Andrea, weren’t you the one who advised me not to get messed up with this whole thing? Sure, I ignored you, but now you’re joining?”

Andrea shrugged, squinting in the sunlight. “It seems like it’ll be okay. I mean, the Jersey Devil probably won’t show, I’ll get to have an almost-vacation, and it’s great fun just chilling here. At least it’s not where my house used to be, several miles away from here.”

“I thought you’d lived here when your dog…”

“No, no,” she said. “He was killed in another town, also plagued with this mysterious monster; the one you, in fact, are trying to kill.”

“Kill?” Damon asked. “No, I’m not trying to kill it.”

A silence filled the air, the wind rustling through the pines. Andrea finally said, “I thought you were going to find this animal and kill it.”

“No…”

Chico appeared from the house, saw the woman talking with his boss. He stood there for several moments, staring, before the woman urged him to come down.

“No, Chico, get back to work!” Damon called as he started forward.

“Oh, come on, Mr. Hall, I just want…”

“Sorry, Andrea, but he has a job to do.” He turned away from her and looked into the Argentinean’s eyes. “Well, get back to work! I ain’t paying you to screw around!”

Chico nodded and disappeared inside.

“He never does anything right,” Damon muttered, turning back to the woman.

“Is he cruel to you or something?” she asked. “Cause you treat him like dirt. I have never seen anyone treat anyone like that since the beginning of time! And he listens to you?”

“Look, Andrea, Chico does as he’s told cause he gets paid to do it. It’s called being cost-efficient, now you’re getting annoying, so please turn tail and head back down to the motel. I have work to do and Chico has work to do.  If I need help I’ll ask, and that is that!” He turned and ran up the steps, disappearing inside, slamming the door behind him.

Furious under her breath, Andrea turned and headed for her white car. She paused next to the royal blue Sedan, gave it a hard kick in the rear bumper, got in her own, hit the gas, did a U-turn, and sped away.

He swore as he moved through the house, from the parlor and on into the living room. Plopping down on a yellow/brown couch setting against the wall, surrounded by boxes, his mind swirled and anger billowed inside his head.

Why did he always cut loose like a rocket? Why wasn’t he like the other people, who could control themselves? Heck. He couldn’t even remember why he went off at the woman! It seemed as if he would ruin everything, friendships, phone orders, even getting into a stadium to report on a professional hockey game; he would always do or say something that would get him kicked out! At the greatest extreme, when he’d wanted to get on field to interview the coach of the Miami Dolphins and wasn’t allowed, he angrily socked one of the guards and spent two nights in jail! He always screwed everything up!

And why was he always on Chico’s case? Was there an real reason for it? Damon kept finding himself sore and mad at himself for being so angry, but he never did anything about it. Right now he couldn’t afford to lose anyone, he was on such a big case, and if it really was as dangerous as Andrea Stevens was saying it was… Well, he needed to build all the friendships he could.

But was Chico really worth it? Damon Hall stared at the wall, mind swirling. He’d try to get him as a friend, for now, but he was sure they’d never cooperate. They were so different! For the case, he’d befriend him, and then gradually slip away, leave for a while, make the slip look natural…

Chico stood in the doorway, coming in from the kitchen. He was carrying several wires, said, “Damon, the power box isn’t working just right, so I’m going to go fix…”

“No, no, no,” Damon said, standing, madly grinning. He stepped forward, took the wires from his hands. “Look, Chico, I’ve been mean to you and it’s about time we got back to being normal.” Were they ever?

Chico didn’t know what to say; he was absolutely stunned. “Well, Damon, I can still…” But he shut up when Damon glared at him.

“Take some time off, Chico, go into town, and enjoy yourself.  Just be careful. I’ve been working you too hard and it’s about time you had a little fun.”

Chico beamed. “Is it because of the wife?”

Damon grinned. “Could be. I haven’t been giving her the attention she deserves. I’ll fix the power box and unload some stuff. Alex is doing the upstairs, I’ll do down here.”

“And I’ll do the basement when I get back,” Chico said.

Damon smiled. “Whatever you want, Chico. From now on, we balance the work between the two of us, make it equal, make it right. Sound good?”

Chico vigorously nodded. “More than you could imagine!”

“Good, good! Now you get moving, go have some fun.”

Chico nodded, bolting out of the room. Damon heard him thunder through the parlor, heard the door slam, and was lost in silence, except for the soft footsteps of his wife upstairs. Sighing, he hurled the wires onto the couch, thought better, shoved them under the couch, and headed upstairs to have a little “meeting” with Alex. Maybe, he thought, this won’t be so bad.

The car skidded to a halt, throwing up dirt and gravel behind the skidding wheels. The driver door opened and Andrea stepped out, eyes squinting in the deep sun. Even though it was almost five, she could still feel the hurting heat of the day.

Shutting the door and locking it, she tossed the keys into her shirt pocket and strode up to the door of the general store, throwing it open.

Inside it was much darker, with several tables off to the left, a bathroom farther around the left and to the back, and rows of grocery, healthcare, and miscellaneous items to the right. A bar set against the back wall, showing off name brands of beer, liquor, wine, and sodas.

Andrea took a seat at the bar, said to the older, Chinese waiter, “I’d just like a soda, please. Make it a Mountain Dew, if you could. Code Red, I mean.”

The man nodded, headed to a fridge and pulled out a can of Code Red, the cold, red pop sloshing around as he set on the counter in front of her. His eyes were glazed over, almost as if he were drunk, and he said, “That’ll be two fifty, no taxes.”

“Two fifty!” Andrea shouted, getting several looks from rough and tough outback men – a few teenagers and one flirtatious girl – and thought better of arguing. She quickly slid the money to the man, who pocketed it and slid a dollar of it into the cash register; she didn’t get a receipt.

Popping the cap, she took a big swig and let the tasty soda slide down her throat. A kid in her Math class had once brought a can to school, she’d confiscated it, drank some after school; ever since then it was her favorite drink.

The door to the store opened again and an Argentinean stepped in, saddling in next to Andrea. He ordered a shot of liquor and quickly gulped it down.

Andrea looked at him for several moments, realizing who he was. Finally, after another sip, she asked the man, “Hey, aren’t you here with Mr. Hall?”

Chico gazed over at her, nodded.

“Okay, just wondering,” Andrea said. She stuck out her hand and Chico responded with his, and they shook. “I might be working with you guys, if Mr. Hall will let me, you know? Do you think he would? Cause I’d really like to, really would like to get revenge and all.”

The Mexican shrugged. “Maybe.”

Andrea frowned. He sure didn’t talk much.

Chico ordered another shot, drank it down.  He looked over to Andrea, said, “Damon gave me the rest of the day off so I thought I would check-out the town”. He made an odd face and then steadied himself. “Packs a mighty kick, eh?”

Andrea smiled. “You’re funny, you know that?”

Chico shrugged. “Now I do.”

She also liked his accent. “Are you from Mexico?”

“I’m from Spanish,” he answered, flustered talking to a pretty girl like Andrea. 

“Spanish, huh?” Andrea asked, liking his pun.

“Yeah,” Chico said, and ordered another shot.

“Are you sure you can stomach all that? Drinking as much and as fast as you are certainly is not very healthy.

“I’ll be okay,” Chico said, drinking it down.  He looked deep into her eyes. “You’re pretty, you know that?”

Andrea smiled at the comment.

“Well, you’re very pretty,” Chico said, staring at her face.  “Very pretty.”

Andrea blushed, not feeling real comfortable with the situation.  Nevertheless, she replied, “Thanks. It’s good to know someone cares out here in the boons.”

The man smiled. “You don’t like it here?”

“Well, it’s nice and all, but I think home’s better.”

“See it as a vacation. That’s what Damon, Alex, and I are doing.”

“Alex?” Andrea asked. “Who’s Alex?”

“Damon’s wife,” Chico answered.

Andrea nodded. “It’s good for a man to have someone.”

“Yep.”

“Even better for a woman to have someone.”

Chico nodded. “My Mom had my Dad.”

She smiled. “Is that right?”

He nodded. “Yeah…”

The door of the general store flew open, an obviously upset stranger stood in the doorway.  Everyone turned to look at him, saw that he was evidently ticked. The man, a good six feet with bushy hair and green eyes – the ragged jeans, collared shirt, and western hat finished his attire – hissed, “Someone came in and killed all my chickens while I was away last night! I come back and they’re all dead!” He slammed his foot on the ground. “Now I want answers!”

Everyone just stared, as though they were frozen.  Andrea turned and faced the wall displaying the alcohol; Chico almost stood and approached the man. But Andrea grabbed his sleeve and whirled him around. He got the point and remained silent.

The man glared at another farmer, screamed, “It was you, wasn’t it, Barnabas! You’ve always been after me about my farm, since I had more than you! Speak up before I do to you as you did to my chickens!”

The man seemed scared, and he answered, “But, Porter, my chickens are gone, too! They were all killed this morning, every one of them!”

“And my cattle are gone!” a man shouted.

“I found my dog dead outside!” another hollered.

An uproar of voices filled the air, and it seemed as if everyone had lost some kind of animal. Andrea knew what it was, but was afraid to speak out. She looked over at Chico, who returned the look.

She got to her feet and headed for the door, but the rustic man named Porter stopped her. “And just where do you think you’re going, Missy?” He grinned, revealing deeply stained teeth from years of using snuff. “It’s not often we get such a beautiful woman as you in these parts! Most of us here are from Mexico, as you can see, but I am not, and I am sure that you would be willing to let me…”

She shook her head, tried to pull away. But the grip just got tighter. “Let me go,” she said. “Please. I havta go talk to a friend of mine, and…”

“I’m your friend, now,” the man breathed, his breath rancid.

Andrea tugged, but the man’s hands tightened over her arm. One pulled away, wrapped around her waist, and pulled her towards him, her beautiful face only millimeters from his. “Isn’t this better,” he asked, forgetting about his chickens. His tongue snaked out and almost licked her face, but the door behind him flew open, slamming into his body, sending them both falling to the floor.

Damon stood in the doorway, looked down at the two of them in surprise. “Andrea? What the heck are you doing with that man?”

Andrea writhed away from the dirty man, stood, dusted her clothes off. Her voice was shaking and her body seemed to be ridden with Goosebumps. “It was abuse, Mr. Hall…”

“Call me Damon.”

“It was abuse, Damon,” she insisted.

Porter got to his feet, glared at them both. He looked at Damon, asked, “Is this your wife?” His eyes were filled with hatred and malice, as if cringing to bring destruction on the gangly man standing before him, Andrea saddled up next to him.

“Just a friend,” Damon said. “Now get outta here.”

“Why should I?” he asked.

“Just get out,” Damon hissed.

The man laughed, reached to grab Andrea’s arm.

Suddenly there was a pistol pointing at his face, quickly pulled from the inside of the vest Damon was wearing.  The barrel lined up perfectly with the man’s head, who swallowed, backing quickly away.

“Don’t ever touch her,” Damon hissed. “Or you will be sorry.”

The man swore, quickly shoved past the two of them and ran outside, running to his beat-up Ford truck. He got in, got the engine revving, and sped away in a cloud of dust, heading out of town.

Damon turned to Andrea, said, “I’m sorry for the way I treated you back at the house. I know you just want to help and I realize how much danger I am really in. I mean, twenty people lost their lives and one is now living in a mental institution!”

Andrea smiled. “Can we talk outside?”

Damon nodded; they left the building, plopping down in a four-seating swinging chair out on the deck of the general store. It was hot, beads of sweat running down their faces.

Andrea asked, “Why did you protect me back there?”

“Cause you’re a friend, whether you like it or not,” Damon said, amazed at the words streaming from his mouth. “And as a friend, and one with very good intentions of keeping me safe – I figured that it would be my job to make sure no one hurt you. Like that man.”

“How’d you know I would be here?”

Damon smiled. “I didn’t. I came down here to apologize to you and thought I might check on Chico.  I figured I might find him in here”.  He shrugged. “But I guess I don’t need to go to the motel now, do I?”

Andrea shook her head. “I guess not.”

There was silence for several seconds, but Damon spoke up. “So I want to say I’m sorry and I’d be honored if you would help out. I got some equipment from a friend of mine in Dallas, he shipped it to Stanton two days ago, Chico drove the stuff up here in a moving van, and it’s sitting behind the house in the barn.”

“What kind of equipment?”

Damon smiled. “Military.”

“Military!”

“Is it too much?”

Andrea laughed. “No, it may be too little.”

Damon smiled. “Well, that’s comforting.”

Andrea remembered what had happened earlier in the store. “Look, Damon, most of the guys here have lost some of their animals, mostly cattle, horses, or chickens. A few pets and all, but they seem clueless, although I know what’s causing it.”

Damon swore. “So it’s getting worse?”

“Yeah, and who knows before it hits the people again.”

“I was going to start two days from now, but I guess we’ll start tomorrow.”

“No, we’ll start tonight. It sleeps in the day, attacks at night.”

Damon shrugged. “Whatever; I got night vision goggles.”

“Really?” she asked.

“Yeah.”

“I always wanted a pair of those.”

Thunder echoed in the clear blue sky, bouncing over the mountains, dropping down over the town, blasting their ears. Andrea shot her hands up to her ears to shield from the horrible sound, a sound that cried of destruction, hate, and fear. 

Damon leapt to his feet and stared in horror at one of the mountainsides, which was now engulfed in flames, a huge, fiery mushroom cloud billowing into the sky, curling over itself with black fumes and putrid smoke, reaching up the heavens.  A huge blast of wind ran down the mountain, the pines bending with the magnificent force. It rumbled over the lands, heading straight towards them. A car several hundred meters away flipped into the air and crashed down on its side, exploding in flames. Barrels and boxes rolled; papers fluttered; glass in the buildings was shattered. Dust swirled up off the ground like a tornado, the wind slamming into the general store.  Damon was hurled against the wooden side of the building, the sand blasting at his face, his mouth open in a scream that was not heard over the roaring wind. Andrea was hurled up and through a window, glass flying all around her as she rolled into a shelf, sending the wooden furniture over, contents spilling everywhere; the room shook and the people inside screamed, falling to the ground in fright.

And it was silent.

Everything went still, the flames of the car licking into the air, the last traces of the explosion on the mountain evaporating into the thin air of the mountains. Damon pulled himself from the building, legs like rubber, eyes stinging from the dust. He rubbed at the soreness, swearing under his breath over the pain.

The door of the general store was open from the wind, dust and dirt scattered over the floor. The men and teenagers ran outside, staring at the destruction about them. The poor teenage girl was crying, comforted by the bartender; Chico was on the floor behind the counter.

“What in the world happened?” the man named Barnabas demanded, staring about him. His heart turned cold when he saw his car in the distance, destroyed, cloaked in flames and black smoke. “What happened?”

Damon swallowed, looking out at the hillside; a fire was closing in on itself, not burning in the Pine Barrens. Standing on the deck, more scared than he had ever known before. “Something on that hill,” he said, pointing to the origin of the explosion, “blew up. We were hit with the sound and shockwave of the explosion.”

A man named Hama shouted, “That’s where Porter lives!”

“Porter?” Damon asked.

Barnabas said, “The one who was hitting-on your wife.”

“She is not my wife.”

Hama ran forward, towards his car, which was perfectly fine, except for lots of dust blown in thru the rolled down windows. “We have to get up there and see if he’s all right! Barnabas, come on!”

Everyone ran towards their cars, acting on impulse as everything was turning back to normal.  Damon ran inside, stepping over the internal sand dune. He ran over to the fallen shelf and saw Andrea getting up; a nasty, bloody gash had formed over her head.

“Are you all right?” she asked him. 

“I’m fine, but you look pretty bad.”

“I’m all right, it barely missed my artery, I think,” she said. She brushed herself off, standing. Her gaze locked onto his and she said, “Your eyes are awfully red.”

“Stupid dust,” he said. Damon ran over to the bar, leapt over, almost landed on Chico; the young girl left, hurrying home to make sure her family was all right. The bartender ran over.

“Your friend is awfully hurt,” he said to Damon, motioning to Andrea, who was running over. “In the back I got some gauze and anti-bacterial. We’d better bandage it up.”

“Good plan,” Damon said, checking on Chico.

The bartender asked. “Is he with you?”

“Yeah, we’re partners from Stanton.”

“Let me know if he needs any medical attention.” the man said.  But he shook his head in anger. He looked over at Andrea. “You need me to gauze you up?”

“I can do it,” she said. “Just give me the stuff.”

“I’m going to go up to Porter’s,” the man said. “He’s a good customer.” He quickly left as Damon helped Chico to his feet. He came back, handed over the gauze and anti-bacterial medicine. “If you wanna come, you can bandage yourself in my truck on the way there.” He bent down and pulled a large medical chest from under the bar. “You coming?”

Andrea looked over to Damon, “Are you coming?”

Damon looked at Chico “You go check-out were the explosion came from”.

“No”, replied Chico, “I don’t feel very well – I just want to lie down”.

Damon looked over to Andrea, “I’m going to take Chico back to the house and make sure Alex is O.K.  She will probably be worried because she knew I came into town”.  Andrea turned back to the bartender. “Yeah, I’ll come. Let’s go.” The two of them left the building, going to the bartender’s truck.

Damon led Chico outside, watched them drive away, and loaded him into the back of his Sedan. It was caked with dust, but nothing the hose at home wouldn’t fix. He got in the driver’s seat and started the engine, driving up his own road to see if Alex was all right.

Chapter Four 

The blue Lincoln Coupe slid to a stop on the road, the doors flying open, Andrea and the bartender sliding out of the car. Andrea had a bloody bandage wrapped around her head, hair flipping over it in the back. The two of them ran up the road, passed several cars, and joined the men and women gathered at the destroyed home.

The right side and front of the house was nothing but rubble, smoke and small flames of fire still reaching into the sky from what used to be a home. The other half of the house was flattened over by the explosion, the furniture toppled and the walls lying harmless in the green lawn. It was almost impossible to make anything out of it, except for that it used to be a building. And there was no car.

“Where’s Porter?” the bartender asked, running up to one of the men. He held his medical cabinet in his right hand, hoping he wouldn’t have to use it. 

“We don’t know,” the man answered, looking the bartender in the eyes. “His truck isn’t here and we haven’t seen or heard from him”.  Jesse proposed that the fires burnt it away, but I doubt it! They’re mostly gone now, considering old Porter denuded his lawn and there really wasn’t much more than short grass and dirt. Luckily for him it didn’t stretch too far out over the forest.”

“So Porter’s not here?”

“No. He doesn’t seem to be anywhere.”

The bartender turned, saw Andrea hunched over some of the rubble. She stared at a burnt, crisp photo of Porter and his son standing next to a newly-killed buck with antlers that brought even glory to the picture.

“He had a son?” she asked.

“Yes, but he’s moved away,” the bartender said.

“This is really strange,” Andrea said, standing. She looked out over the Pine Barrens, saw the small town of Claysburg stretched out below, rattled and eerie, alone in the evening sun. “I wonder what caused it. The explosion, I mean, not his disappearance.”

The bartender shrugged as people began scouring the rubble to find signs of the truck or the man everyone was hoping is still alive. “Maybe a faulty gas pipe or something. He might have lit a candle to burn, or had a faulty stove, but he wouldn’t have been lighting a cig! No, he’s been on snuff since seventh grade, he has been.”

Andrea assumed he’d had a poor family life. But before she could say anything, a shout echoed over the burnt, foul-smelling ruins of the home. One of the men from the town shouted, “It’s Porter’s truck! It’s in the forest!” And he turned, disappearing in the Pine Barrens, men and women following him.

Andrea and the bartender rushed over the wrecked lot and leapt into the forest, running past trees and dodging thick, sturdy branches and small, whipping twigs. They leapt over fallen logs as they ran through the forest, sometimes almost slipping on rocks and sometimes – going a little too fast down the mountain slope – slammed into moss-covered trees. Finally they reached a babbling brook that ran through the forest, water spilling and splashing over algae-covered rocks that jutted from the stream.

And shoved against the bank, sitting in the babbling stream, water breaking over the tires and sometimes rolling up to brush the bottom of the vehicle, was Porter’s truck.

A gas station operator named Mark stood next to the beat-up truck, looked at the open door. He needn’t say words, for everyone knew that Porter would not be found there. “He’s gone,” Mark said. “He got out and walked away.”

“Why wouldn’t he have just walked back to house – we should have seen him on our way here from the there.” Hama said.

“Well, I didn’t see him,” a tall, handsome, muscular teenager named Jesse said, a look of worry and fright spread over his youthful face.

“Jesse, you ought to go back to town and look after you’re girlfriend,” Hama said. “You left her in the dark, you know. She’s probably crying her eyes out.”

“Sarah’s fine,” Jesse said.

Hama swore under his breath. “A man, you call yourself.”

“Everyone shut up and get organized,” the Chinese bartender shouted, throwing his medical supplies in the back of the wrecked Ford. “Porter’s house is destroyed and he’s missing. We have to hope he’s alive, maybe he needs help and is walking to a neighbors house or into town. I don’t think we will be able to get the truck out, cause it has too much damage and it would be nearly impossible to get a tow truck in here.  But there’s a gentler slope east of here, and he’s probably going up that way.”

“Yeah,” Jesse said. “Who knows? He was always a crazy nut.”

“You know what he’d do if he heard you?” Hama demanded.

“Why should I care?” Jesse quirked. “He’s probably all ready dead.”

The bartender screamed, “Would you both just shut up!” Jesse and Hama exchanged heated glances, but were silent from there on. “We need to send one team east to search for him.  Hama, you go that way with ten men. Get volunteers.”

Hama nodded, picking from the crowd of about twenty. The eleven of them got onto the bank and began walking briskly through the Pine Barrens, heading east, running along the flowing brook.

The bartender said, “Mark, you take five men up to what’s left of Porter’s home in case he shows up. Everyone else, we’re going back down to town.” Everyone nodded and began heading up north, to get back to the ruined house, where their cars were parked.

“Hey, Mark,” the bartender said, pulling out the medical set. He handed it over to Mark, said, “Just in case, he’s probably hurting. It looks like a bad collision.”

Mark nodded. “I wouldn’t be surprised.”

Andrea said, “I’m going back to town and am going to find Mr. Hall. I want to check on him, Chico and his wife to make sure they are all OK.”

Mark had an awful look on his face. “Who knows how many were hurt?”

Andrea headed up the hill, followed by Mark and the bartender. Behind them was the truck, sitting in the creek, to become a lasting monument of the great tragedy…

Damon left Chico lying in the back of the truck and ran inside the home alone. The home looked unharmed by the event. He called out for Alex and was relieved when she appeared in the kitchen, a phone in her hand.

“Thank God you’re alive,” he said, and they embraced, hugging and kissing each other. Damon pulled away. “I guess it didn’t affect you up here. Our house is higher up than where the explosion occured.”

“I saw the mushroom cloud,” Alex said, her face full of fright, black hair dropping over her rigid form. “Was anyone hurt, do you know?”

“Someone working on the case with me was, but she’s all right.”

“The woman that was here earlier?”

“Yeah.”

“What about Chico?”

“He is feeling ill, but he’ll fine. He’s resting in the back of the truck.” He looked down at her phone. “You tried calling the police?”

“Yes, but the phone lines are down.”

“They might have run past his place.”

“Knowing our luck, they probably did.”

Damon smiled. “I’m just thankful you survived.”

“So now what?”

“We need to get Chico in bed.”

They did, helping him up the stairs to his own bedroom, which was full of boxes and one bed, set against the wall, beneath the window. He laid down on the bed and assured Damon and Andrea that he would be fine, he just needed to lay down for awhile. 

He and Alex retired to the living room, quietly unpacking. Neither felt like talking. Dusk was creeping over the town when Andrea pulled up in her white Camero. Damon and Alex ran out onto the deck as Andrea got out.

“Any news?” Damon asked. “What about Porter?”

Andrea shook her head. “The poor fool hasn’t been found yet, although I have a hard time feeling sorry for him because of what he did to me back at the bar.”

Alex asked, “What’d he do?”

Damon answered, “Nothing.”

Andrea said, “There are search parties out but the phone lines are down. We sent the bartender – his name is Wu, he’s Chinese – and a friend of his named Hama out towards Stanton to get help. Everyone is kinda tight, huddled up at home.”

“Do you think it was the Jersey Devil?” Damon asked flat-out.

“You’ve been pondering over that, too?” Andrea asked.

Damon nodded, dropping his arm around his wife’s shoulders. “Yes.”

“What about the explosion?”

“Who knows what the creature is capable of.”

Andrea shrugged. “It may not have anything to do with the Jersey Devil. I heard that the man had lots of weapons and deer hunting equipment, lots of fuel and water stored in his home. He was a large deer-hunting fan. His house was stockpiled. If there was a fire, it could have easily blown the place to shreds.”

“That’s probably what happened.”

“Yes.”

Damon nodded, looked up into the darkening sky. “Have you had supper? Alex here is going to be fixing a breakfast for supper, with gravy and everything. We weren’t affected all the way up here, so we’re fine.”

Andrea shook her head. “No, but thanks for the invitation. I think I’ll just go back into town and get to bed early”.

“Well, you’re free to come up whenever.”

“Thanks,” Andrea said. “I just came to check on you.”

“See you later.”

“All right, see you tomorrow.” She hopped into her Camero and sped away; disappearing over the hill, dusk settling over the land. Alex and her husband turned, kissed each other, and headed up the porch to have a nice supper and a fitful sleep.

The headlights pierced the darkness as the vehicle rumbled loudly down the road. The highway was only another five miles away, Stanton only seventeen from there. It was nearly midnight and they had been driving for quite a while, taking turns as the truck bounded over the countryside. The Pine Barrens flashed by on both sides, hideous and dark in the perpetual night.

“I still can’t believe what happened,” Hama repeated. “I just don’t know what the police will do. What can they do? Porter’s home is destroyed and Porter is missing.”

“The police,” the bartender answered, “will be able to get a bigger and better search party, some choppers for high-rise gazing, and maybe even front-page news for us.”

“So it’s all about fame now?” Hama demanded.

“Will you cool your temper?”

“No, I will not!” Hama answered, looking out his side window, running a thick hand through his greasy hair. He should have taken a shower, since they were going into Stanton. He looked like a mess. He was a mess.

“Look, I’m not Jesse, all-“ He was cut short, hitting the brakes as a large creature stood in the headlights, piercing eyes gazing at the oncoming trucks. “Holy crap!” The vehicle skidded against the dirt road, the creature just staring as if…

WHAM! It slammed into the windshield, glass flying everywhere. The bartender and Hama both screamed, ducking and covering their faces with their hands. A scream filled the air, a shriek worse than a banshee’s, and the bartender was silent. Blood streamed down his neck, soaking his shirt, his limp body thudded against the door, dead.

The creature opened up hidden wings and shot into the sky, the truck stopped on the road, one headlight smashed cold, the other slowly fading to nothing.

Hama looked over at his friend, the truck light on the dashboard illuminating his bleeding face. Hama realized with stiff muscles that the man was in fact dead. Letting out a scream, he ripped and clawed at his door; finally it flew open; he stumbled out, into the night; he tripped, fell flat on his face on the dirt road.

Hama felt his muscles shaking with fear as he got to his feet, lost in the silence. The wind slowly rustled through the trees; a cool presence draped over the night-covered land. Sweat ran down his face; blood was rubbed against his left side, from the bartender’s bleeding corpse.

The farmer ran around to the other side of the truck, ripped open the door. His hands and arms shook, his legs felt like jelly as he looked upon his dead friend. Tears swelled in his eyes and he fell to his knees, leaning against the side of the truck, crying, not stifling the sobs.

Up ahead was a scream, in the distance, and he silenced. Staring into the night, he heard the scream again: closer. Fear gripped his body and he stood. Saying farewell to his friend, he grabbed the man’s arm and wrestled him out of the truck, throwing him onto the ground.

The scream came again, this time no less than a 100 yards away. Hama jumped into the vehicle and slowly shut the door, lowering himself down and under the dashboard that held the glove box and  steering wheel. Hiding under there, he breathed in shallow gasps, not wanting to be heard. 

Suddenly the truck seemed to bounce, and he worked hard to stifle a scream. Up above him, he heard something clamber over the roof, heard deep snorts and a throaty growl. Something was on the hood!
Hama forced himself not to scream, told himself he’d be all right. He desperately wanted to believe so, but it became much harder when he saw a clawed foot land in the driver’s seat, three claws glistening under the inside truck light above his head.

A snarl filled the air and trails of steam began to drop to the seats. Some traces dropped over his legs, burning his skin, and he tried not to let out a shout of pain. Sweat from the heat and from the fear dropped from his body, stinging his eyes; but he didn’t dare close them and didn’t dare move to wipe away the pain.

At last the foot moved, the steam stopped, and the weight from the hood left. Hama about let out a shout of relief when he heard a growl outside, from around the driver’s door. Listening, he heard the crunching of bones and realized with divine horror that the creature was eating his friend.

Hama lay there, below the steering wheel, against the seat for several minutes before there was a wicked scream and the flutter of wings; the creature left as fast as it had come, sound dying in the night.

He lay there for about two minutes before he carefully got up, his strength diminishing. He peered out the window and saw the bartender’s body was nothing but a carcass.

Swearing, tears run dry, he cranked the engine, slammed on the gas and the vehicle lurched. He did a U-turn, straightened out the truck, hit the gas to head back to Claysburg. No way he was going to go on; better to go back to Claysburg than on forward with some strange monster following you around.

As he drove, it felt as if the truck was struggling to run – as though it was under a heavy load. He ignored it, remembering the medical supplies in the truck’s bed. But did they weight that much? As two o’clock rounded, he could no longer bear the thought of it being something other than the medical supplies.

He switched on the bed light and looked out behind him, into the back of the truck. It took a few moments for his vision to contrast, but relief flooded when he saw that it was empty, save for the medical supplies. A sigh of relief came from his mouth, the fact that there was no monster in the back attacking his mind; a.k.a., he was safe.

He turned around, turned to continue… And fear gripped his heart, turned his blood cold, as he saw a large, winged creature standing in the beam of his one headlight, horse-head mouth gaping, revealing rows of bloody, nasty, dagger-like teeth.

Hama screamed. So did the monster. It rushed for him, wings at its sides, clawed feet throwing up dirt and gravel as its long neck stretched forward, poking through the glass, ready to sever the human’s head…

Hama collapsed onto the seat, leaning to one side, pulling a dagger from his belt. The creature’s head slammed into the back of the truck, wings off to the sides, clawed feet scratching at the hood as it tried to pull out. Hama turned onto his back, cursed the creature, and shoved the knife up into its leathery neck.

A defying scream filled the truck, causing Hama to clench his teeth in pain. The monster withdrew its head and fell off the hood, landing on its back, clawed hands groping at the knife. Its wild eyes did not bare hate this time, but pain; with a roar of defeat it launched itself into the air, screaming into the night as it thundered into the distance…

Hama let out a cry of fear and lay huddled on the seat, crying.

Chico stood out on the deck in the warm night. A cigarette was held between two fingers, bloodshot eyes staring into the darkness, head pounding. His grandfather had always said a smoke would cure a headache, but Chico still felt the same, like death warmed over.

The search parties, according to what Chico understood from Alex, had returned around ten p.m., finding nothing. They all went home and would be returning to search at the crack of dawn, if the police hadn’t found anything during the night. Chico still did not understand how they would get to the police without phones, but he didn’t know the whole story.

As he put the cig up to his mouth, breathed in and coughed, his head pounded. With each breath, with each cough, he felt his brain searing with pain.  There was a crackle of dried pine thorns to his right, causing him to turn, peering past the swing and out over the deck, into the twilight. He could barely see the pointed tops of the trees pressed against the clear night sky.

Straining his eyes, he tried to find the sound again, but it did not come. Sighing, he began wondering if there were hallucinations with hangovers. It’d been such a long time since…

There! He paused, hearing the noise again. This time he absolutely knew it was not a hallucination. Stepping forward, the dry boards under his feet cracking, he began to see a human outline out in the dark.

He breathed, “Miss Stevens?” But the figure stepped forward, towards the deck railing. Chico felt his blood freeze as he got the details. It looked as if his whole right side was wet, and his hair was matted down with water. He walked weakly and one eye was shut, swollen around the edges. The man’s body seemed to shake and Chico wondered if the water was from the pond a quarter mile behind the house, owned by another farmer.  Chico saw the man stumble, fall against the railing. The Argentinean leapt forward to help the man to his feet, wrapped his hands and arms around the body. The water was warm and thick, and at that moment, he realized it wasn’t water: it was blood.  A painful groan came from the man as Chico stumbled back, letting the man slide to the ground behind the deck, dead. Chico fell back against the swing, falling into it, screaming uncontrollably.

Lights flicked on upstairs and there was the thunder of running feet. Suddenly the deck light turned on, the door flying open, Damon – followed by Alex – stepping onto the old, wooden deck.

“What the heck is wrong?” Damon demanded. “You’re screaming like a wild banshee and we’re trying to sleep!” But he was silent when he saw the fear etched over all of Chico’s shaking body.

Alex suddenly leapt onto her husband, a silent scream coming forth. She pointed with a young finger towards the dead body along the ground. “Damon! There’s a man!”

Damon pulled away, running off the deck and around to the man. Kneeling down, he looked at the body, almost vomited; he was not one keen to blood, nor death. “It’s Porter.”

Alex sent her hands to her lips and fell down on a chair, silent. Chico got to his feet, forgetting the hangover, and peered over the railing, down at Damon and the dead man. “How did he die?”

Damon shook his head. “Looks like he was mauled, I’d say. His right side is matted with blood, one eye is gouged out, there’s a massive cut along his scalp, and lots of brush marks over his legs from running. He ran from whatever tried to kill him and escaped, but didn’t live to tell of it.”

Chico swore. “What would have done it?”

“We’re leaving,” Alex said, leaping to her feet. She glared at all of them. “This is too much for me. We’re all going back to Stanton. We’re all getting the heck outta here.”

Damon got to his feet. “Alex, don’t jump…”

“I ain’t jumping anything,” Alex hissed. “I don’t want to end up the next one dead. And all of you know what killed that man. The stupid Jersey Devil, is what.”

Both Damon and Chico were silent. Finally, Chico said, “Personally, I want a shot at this monster guy. I want to kill it, and I will. Never before have I done anything like this, and though I’m scared…”

“You’re also sick and not thinking straight,” Alex said.

“No, I was sick this afternoon. Now I’m OK.  And although I’m scared – and don’t interrupt me, now – I am daring to believe that we can do this, daring to believe that we can make history!”

“He’s got a point,” Damon said. 

“I really don’t care,” Alex said. “We’re leaving.”

“No,” Damon said. “I’m staying. Someone has to stop this “monster”.”  He took a glance over at Chico; he was grinning. 

“You’re crazy, Damon,” Alex said. “Fine, you stay here, but I’m leaving.” She stomped off the deck and ran inside, slamming the door behind her.

Damon looked over to Chico. “Call the sheriff and tell him to get up here with the coroner.”

Chico nodded, running towards the front door.

The sheriff and the coroner arrived at the house after about 20 minutes.  Damon, Alex, and Chico explained in great detail the events from Chico first seeing Porter stumble up to the house until the sheriff arrived.  The coroner loaded the body into his van and went back to town with the sheriff.  

Damon looked at the house one more time, the house where his wife had begun packing to leave, and turned, walking briskly towards the Sedan with Chico on his heels.

There was a knock at her door, but she didn’t hear it. Another, but it escaped her conscience. Finally, the third one awoke her, and she swore, stumbling from bed. Dressed in pajamas, she looked like a mess. Grabbing her glasses, she slid them on as she stumbled out of bed towards the door.

Looking thru the peek-hole, she was surprised to see Damon and Chico standing there. She could tell by their body language that something was wrong.

“We found Porter,” Damon said.

“Where?” Andrea asked, suddenly alive with curiosity.

“Dead,” Chico said in his Spanish accent. “I was out taking a smoke, out on the deck, and he came up and just keeled over. A bloody mess.”

“Mauled,” Damon added.

Andrea searched for the right words, a hundred thoughts racing thru her mind. Ignoring the throng and shoving away the worry of sounding silly, she asked, “The Jersey Devil?”

Damon answered, “The Jersey Devil. We think.”

Chico said, “It’s dangerous.”

“We all ready knew that,” Damon said.

“So what do we do?” Andrea asked.

Damon looked her in the eyes. “You know more about this than we do. We need to capture this thing so it never hurts anyone again.”

“Capture it?” Andrea said, sitting down on the twin-sized bed she didn’t use. “We need to kill it!”

“We’re going to capture it,” Damon said. “And we’ll make headlines over it.” He grinned. “We’ll be famous, millionaires!” His grin only grew wider.

“We’ll be dead, is what we’ll be,” Andrea said.

“You’re so pessimistic, you know that?” Damon asked.

“I would consider myself realistic.”

“So am I! I’m one of the most realistic guys on planet earth, people say!”

“You don’t know what you’re dealing with!”

“I’m dealing with an animal!”

“It’s a ferocious monster…”

Damon swore. “Are you going to help us or not?”

“I’m trying to!”

“Well, we don’t want complainers, we want team players.”

Andrea cussed him out. “I’m trying to save your lives and you throw me off like a brick. I do everything for you, I’m even risking getting killed, and you treat me like I’m nothing but a thorn in your side!”

“Fine!” Damon screamed. “So be it!”

There were shouts outside in the parking lot. Chico stood at the window, cupping his hands around his eyes to see. A frown spread over his face, he said, “A truck just rolled in and looks like its been thru a war. And the driver looks pretty scared.”

“Blue?” Andrea asked.

“Could be, it’s a dark color,” Chico answered, still watching. “The man driving is pretty stocky, and there’s no windshield, so his hair is a mess…” Before he finished, Andrea leapt to her feet.

“It’s Hama and the bartender!”

“No, there’s only one,” Chico said.

“Crap,” Andrea said, rushing from the room, Damon following. Chico peeled away from the window and followed as they ran down the balcony to the stairs and out into the lot.

Several people were helping Hama to sit down on one of the rocking chairs on the motel porch. He was shaken, would have been crying, except his tears were dry. A few men and a woman were asking him questions as the three of them ran out of the motel and up to the scene.

“We were attacked,” Hama managed. “Old Wu was killed, slaughtered! His throat was ripped out and our windshield was shattered! I barely escaped…” He buckled over, lost control, continued to cry.

Andrea pulled her three friends aside.  Looking them in the eyes, she whispered, “My dog’s throat was ripped out, and then he was eaten. This sounds the same…”

They looked at each other and then turned their attention back to Hama. Damon pushed his way through the men and one woman and asked, “Where is Old Wu?”

Hama nodded, staring him down. “It ate him.”

Damon felt a chill run up his spine, continued. “What was this animal?”

“It was some kind of bird or something, it had huge wings and clawed feet.”

At those words, Damon swore and pulled away, joining his friends. “No doubt about it, the Jersey Devil got the bartender, Wu! And it all fits together! An innocent fire breaks out in Porter’s home and he takes off in his truck driving thru the woods to get help. He crashes, gets out, and tries to get to safety. Later, the bartender was killed out on the road, and this man comes back, crying. It’s almost dawn now, around five, I’d say, and then Porter walks up, dead.” He glared at them. “For a flying creature, it could easily have made it here in time to get Porter.”

Andrea swore under her breath. 

“So it’s here?” Chico asked, heart pounding.

Damon nodded. “Somewhere.”

“Where’s your wife?” Andrea asked.

Damon felt his body go cold. “At the house.”

One sentence – but a sentence filled with dread, calamity, sorrow, malice, and desperate fear, came from Chico’s lips: “Oh, no…”

Chapter Four

All three of them piled into the Sedan and sped up the road towards the old farmhouse, terrible thoughts about Alex rushing thru their minds. Damon was driving like a mad man, the car skidding all over the road.  As they drove up the hill, the horizon began to glow a deep orange/yellow. As they came to the house Damon slammed on the brakes, the car sliding to a halt, side-winding off the road and into the grass. Damon yanked out the keys, Chico all ready out, the woman leaping from her seat.

Chico reached the front door and threw it open. “Alex? Where are you!” Behind him, the other two pushed past. Andrea stopped in the parlor but Damon ran into the living room, into the kitchen, dodging moving boxes. But she was nowhere to be found.

“Alex!” he screamed, staring at the top of the steps in front of him.  Damon bolted for the steps, yelling “Chico, look in the basement! Andrea, search the main level again!” And up the stairs he went.

Reaching the top of the steps, he looked down the hallway, rows of doors on either side. At the end, against the wall, was a window; it was broken, shattered, shards of glass lying on the royal blue carpet. “Alex!”

Downstairs he heard Andrea call for his wife, but he strode forward, looking at the doors. One at the end of the hall was open: their bedroom. Taking a deep breath, he looked inside, expecting to see his wife dead and mauled, lying on the bed.  Instead she was sleeping, her chest breathing in shallow gasps.

“Oh, thank…” A scream pierced the air behind him, a blast of hot air against his neck. Damon swirled around, saw an ugly creature standing out in the hall, wings outstretched. It had a head like a horse, except the teeth were like daggers, the eyes yellow as amber. Its hide was leather; the feet were made up of three gnarled talons, the hands likewise. Wings were folded at its side, a tail with a strange diamond shaped end swinging in the air behind it, scraping up the wall.

It snarled at the man and stepped forward, but another voice filled the air. “Holy mother of pearl!” Chico screamed, standing at the top of the stairs, looking at the monstrous creature.

The Jersey Devil turned its long neck, gazed at the intruder, and let out a scream that would send chills down even the largest dinosaur of the prehistoric age. 

Damon turned and ran to Alex’s side. Ignoring his sleeping wife – how had she slept through the scream? – He pulled open his bedside drawer on an inn table, pulled out his pistol. Turning around, he saw that the monster was gone; he saw the last of the tail head deeper into the hall.

Chico ran down the steps, practically jumping, sprawled at the bottom, on his stomach. Andrea helped him to his feet, the devil at the top of the stairs. Chico screamed in fear, Andrea pulling him to his feet. The devil took a step, ducked its head to get clear the ceiling… 

A shot rang out as a bullet slammed into the back of the creature; it screamed in pain, blood and body tissue flying into the ceiling. Damon clicked off another round, the animal trying to turn to attack, but stuck. He fired once more, catching the animal at the base of the neck.

 Finally the animal looked straight at the attacker, blood falling from its body. A scream filled the air as it opened its mouth in rage. Ignoring the falling blood, it strode towards Damon in huge steps, the boards of the house creaking under his weight.

Damon swore and fired once more; this time the bullet slammed into the creature’s chest. A howl of pain escaped its lips and the wings opened, brushing the wall. Leaping forward, it charged Damon, moving as fast as lightning on a stormy night.

Damon cursed, turned ran towards his bedroom. He could feel the large steps behind him, could hear the deep breathing of the monster on his neck; could almost feel the teeth ripping into his back. 

WHAM! He dove into his room, swinging around and slamming the door. He heard a scream in the hall, followed by a crash. Throwing open the door, he jumped into the hall, saw part of the wall and window torn out, caught a last glimpse of the fleeting animal as it ran into the dark, evil forest.

Damon turned back into the room seeing Alex crying hysterically. He ran to her side, embracing her and kissing her gently on the cheek. They held each other for several moments, feeling each other’s heart pounding. A grandfather clock in the next room rang erupting their silence.

Chico called upstairs “Are guys you all right up there?”

“Yes, are you and Andrea Okay?

Chico and Andrea rushed up the steps.  Chico commented,  “We heard the shots, and then lost site of it.”

“Without you,” Andrea said, “we would be dead by now.”

Damon stood, looking her in the eyes. “We need to capture it. We know it’s here, and we need to act with our knowledge. It’s injured and – be as it may – might die before we can do our thing with it.”

“No,” Andrea said sternly. “It won’t die. It’s immortal.”

“Immortal?” Alex asked, tears streaming down her face.

“What was all that talk about killing it rather than capturing it, then?” Chico demanded. “If we can’t kill it, we might as well capture it and hold it hostage! Why did you think we could kill it?”

“I don’t know! I just didn’t want to try and capture it”, was all that came out of her mouth.

“What do you mean, immortal?” Damon asked, a little scared of that statement implied. With all the hope and belief he could muster, he prayed that it would mean something completely different.

“It can’t die.”

Nope. Damon took a deep breath. “And how do you know that? Blood was flying off its back and all when I was filling it full of lead, you know. I pierced its neck and stomach!”

“People have shot it in the past,” Andrea said, “and they’ve seen it limp away with what they thought were fatal injuries. A few days or months later it returns, terrorizing the people in the Pine Barrens.”

Damon swore, stared out the bedroom window. Out over the Pine Barrens, to the south, streaks of light were flowing like magnificent water, dancing and swishing all over the countryside. “So now what?”

Everyone was silent; not even the much-respected female Jersey Devil expert spoke up. Finally Alex said, “We leave, is what we do. If we can’t kill it, why bother with living here?”

Damon said, “Sometimes I trip over a root or a rock in the forest, and I fall. Alex or Chico or someone sees me and runs to my aide, thinking I am hurt. But I just get up and walk away, perfectly fine.”

Andrea asked, “So? What’s that got to do with anything?”

“Think about it.”

Everyone did and finally Chico spoke up. “It means that although the Jersey Devil falls and catches a bullet, the wound may not be serious enough to kill it! After a certain period of time, it returns after the healing and continues ravaging the towns and cities!”

Andrea grinned, ear-to-shining-ear. “So it’s not immortal?”

“Maybe,” Damon said, turning from the window and looking her in the eyes. “And right now it can’t fly, cause I saw it hobble into the forest. It’s a pretty large animal and won’t be able to run too fast.” He gripped his pistol. “We’ve got to get out of here, I don’t think it is safe to stay here tonight.”

“I agree”, responded Alex.

Damon stood, Andrea with him. “Me, too.”

“And me,” Chico said.

Damon looked at Andrea and Chico. “Chico, go get four M14s and meet me out by the car.” He nodded, running out of the room, into the hall, and down the stairwell.   Andrea, you follow us down to town and we’ll get a room at the hotel where you are staying” 

The Sedan fishtailed as it turned, finally gaining ground and rocketing down the hillside, the moon light glinting off its surface.  Andrea and Chico followed close behind.

No one slept well last night, but they did feel safer in the hotel than they would have at the farm house.  Damon, Andrea, and Chico were anxious to go “hunting”, but Alex refused to be left alone.  After much negotiation, Chico agreed to stay with Alex while Damon and Alex went back to the farmhouse to try and track down “the beast”.  In the meantime, Chico and Andrea would gather whatever information they could on what the Sheriff planned to do.

Damon and Alex drove the white Camero slowly back to the farmhouse without much conversation.  Both were not exactly sure what they were getting into.  Upon arriving, the slowly exited the car and started towards the tree line of the forest, took deep breaths, and strode forward, disappearing within the eaves, trees, and rocks of the Pine Barrens. 

The schoolteacher and the reporter slipped and slid through the forest, dodging moss-covered trees, leaping over rocks and fallen logs, avoiding thick brush, and moving slowly around the large boulders that occasionally poked from the ground, draped in their beauty and splendor.

Damon stopped, fell to the ground. Through the calm and peacefully aura of the forest, he ran his hand over flattened brush. “It’s just the right size!” he exclaimed. Getting to his feet, he saw Andrea standing at the muddy bank of a babbling stream, staring down at the cool mountain water.

“What is it?” he asked.

She pointed to several large, three-clawed footprints running across the bank, into the water; they appeared once more on the other side of the stream, running to a flattened area of land once more. Blood was scattered along the weeds and rods of the stream; the drops in the water were gone, swept away.

“It crossed here,” Andrea breathed, and they splashed across the creek, water splashing up over their shoes and the cuff of their pants. They stumbled up the muddy bank, Damon slipping down once, and were on their way through the brush, following the trail, assault rifles slung over their shoulders.

Up ahead was a break in the forest, and they erupted out of the trees. Standing in the chilly morning, they stood in front of a large lake, the surface rippling with the slight wind. Across was a small farmhouse, quiet and peaceful.

“Where is it?” Andrea asked, looking around, heart pounding. She could hear each thump of her heart deep within her ears; fright enveloped her soul.

Damon pointed to the sandy, artificial beach running against the lapping water. The footprints ran across, pressed into the sand, before they disappeared into the lake. “There: it went under the water.”

“Under the water?” Andrea asked, running to his side.

Both of them looked out over the lake, trying to catch a glimpse of the Jersey Devil. Why had it gone into the lake? It took Damon a few moments but he finally got the answer; “of course!” He mumbled to himself…

Water spouted from the lake, only 100 meters away. It flew into the air in sheets as a black body spiraled into the air, wings beating. The Jersey Devil looked down on them, afresh and anew, snarling through dagger teeth.

“Shoot her!” Damon screamed, swinging around his assault rifle. He pulled the trigger, bullets spewing out, flying through the air; the butt of the gun bucked into his chest, hurling him back into the ground.

Andrea ignored his fall and fired, but the Jersey Devil shot away like a bullet, unscathed. She let down the weapon, pressed the barrel against the grassy dirt. Sighing, she mentally cursed the monster as it disappeared over the Pine Barrens.

“What now?” Damon asked, standing.

Andrea shook her head; for once she didn’t know.

“I know why it went under,” he said, looking at her.

She returned the gaze, longing to know.

Before she got her answer, he turned and looked towards the farmhouse. “We need to hide somewhere; if it comes again to rid of us, standing in the middle of an open field won’t help.” Andrea nodded as they jogged towards the farmhouse, around the lake; was he going to tell her the answer or not?

“Hey,” Barnabas said as the Sedan pulled up alongside the general store. “Coming down awfully early, aren’t…” He shut up when he saw the agitated looks upon the woman’s face; the Argentinean’s face was also full of abdominal fear and impenetratable fright.

Chico slammed his door, ran over the creaking boards to the man who stood out on the store deck. “We know why the bartender was killed, why Hama was scared crapless, and we’ve found Porter.”

“Porter?” Barnabas asked. “How is the man?”

“He joined the bartender,” Chico muttered.

He swore. “That bites, man.”

“Hey, I know it. Look, you see, there’s this legend of a monster called the Jersey Devil…”

“I know what it is,” Barnabas hissed. “A bunch of bull, is what it is.”

“No, man, cause we were attacked by it!” Chico said. “So was Porter, Hama, and the bartender, too! It’s terrorizing us here, and we barely lived! We need to call everyone in the town to this place, and we need to get them somewhere where they won’t be in danger.”

“You mean like the old bunker by Bert’s house?”

“Underground?”

“Yeah.”

“Will do.” He turned and looked over at Alex, who was crying over the hood. Turning back to the man, he said, “I don’t know ‘em, you do, so you get them together, all right?” His heart pounded and he absolutely knew that Alex’s was doing the same, as was Barnabas’. He prayed to God that Damon and Andrea were safe.

After several knocks on the flimsy wooden door, Damon shoved it down and barged into the living room. Scanning about, he saw cozy furniture and pictures hanging on the walls; a single window let in shards of light. A doorframe led into the kitchen, which was hidden in a deep, dank shadow.

“Hope the person who lives here doesn’t decide to put a shotgun on us, barging in like this,” Andrea muttered, stepping forward, into the living room. Outside, she could see black storm clouds moving in from the west; they would reach them in due time. 

Andrea set her weapon on the floor, propped against the whitewashed wall; a roach scurried into a crack in absolute fear of the giants hovering above. Damon also set his down and they began searching the home. 

“This way,” Damon said, shooting up the stairwell in the other room. Reaching the top, he was in a large bedroom, no doors leading anywhere else. One solitary king-sized bed was shoved against the wall, a fireplace on the other side of the room, clothes spread out all over the floor. “Someone doesn’t value cleanliness much.”

The roar of a motor filled the air, seeping through a cracked window. He turned and ran to it, peering out into the front yard; Andrea was right behind him. They swore as they watched an old man rev up his lawnmower, wanting to get the lawn cut before the storms rolled through.

“Stupid fool! He’s going to get its attention!” Andrea swirled around and bolted down the steps, Damon still watching through the window. After thinking for several moments he followed, floorboards creaking under his feet as he sprinted down the stairwell.

Bursting out the front door, Andrea screamed, “Hey, hey, hey!” She almost stepped down onto the spongy grass but a hand grabbed her. She writhed away and thrusted herself forward, streaking across the lawn towards the awe-struck man, who was watching this stranger running wildly towards him.

Damon, on the deck, gaped at a black speck in the sky, growing larger as it spiraled through the air. His muscles tensed and he backed into the house, almost tripping over the threshold.  Racing to a window, he saw Andrea talking with the man, obviously heated about her arrival through his home.

Damon swore, turned, and ran to the door. Looking into the sky, he saw the black shape growing steadily larger, wings growing visible as it lost altitude, bearing down on the farmhouse. A scream came out of his lips. “Andrea, get the heck in here now! It’s coming!” He saw her frightened face, pointed to the sky; she looked, screamed, and then it happened.

The talons scraped through the air; Andrea fell to her stomach, rolling over the moist grass; the man screamed as the talons ripped over his side, throwing him to the ground; the mower handle caught on the talons and was swept through the air, the Jersey Devil slowly gaining altitude with the deadweight.

Andrea got to her feet, launched herself to the man. Kneeling down beside him, she gagged; blood was everywhere, his side torn open; everything from his elbow down was gone, leaving a bloody stump. “My God…”

Someone stepped behind her. Damon hissed, “Get off the ground, woman! What did I tell you? I told you to get in…” An explosion ripped through the air several feet away; a shower of sparks and flame poured from the ground, the burning shape of a mower occasionally glimpsed through the burning hulk. In the air, the Devil turned, gazed at the three people, let out a scream, and dove.

“It’s coming back!” Damon screamed. He turned, gripping Andrea’s arm. He tried to run for the front door of the gnarled home, but Andrea wouldn’t leave the man lying in the grass, dying.

“We can’t leave him!” she screamed.

The Jersey Devil was at their height now, nearly 200 meters away, slowing down; it bore upon them, eyes shining as crimson fire, muscles tensed for the attack. Damon swore, gripped Andrea, and yanked her to the ground.

He heard tears and brief pain shot over his back as the beast flew over. Reaching back, he felt a little blood and the tears of his shirt. Ignoring the injury, he leapt to his feet, swung around to see the animal doing a U-turn.

“He’s going to die if we don’t help him!” Andrea screamed.

What Damon wouldn’t do to have his gun! Why the heck had he left it in the house? What had he been thinking! “We can’t save him now, Andrea, now come on!” He wouldn’t spend anymore time quarreling; letting her go, he sprinted for the house, the Devil screeching as it flew over the trees, right towards the lawn.

Andrea dropped down to the man, began wrapping her hands around him. Fear gripped her heart and she almost gagged with the thought of this stranger’s blood covering her arms and legs. Soul thirsting for safety, her humble heart sank as she saw the old man breathe no more.

Swearing, she turned to run… 

WHAM! Talons seared through her, biting down into her left arm. A scream came out of her lips and her arm seemed to throb with ultimate pain as her body was pulled off the ground. Flying out over the trees, eyes closing into a blackout because of the immense pain, she saw Damon rush out of the house, scream as she rose higher and higher…

Darkness fell over her soul and she slacked, losing consciousness. 

On the ground, Damon felt tears swelling up. With a last breath, he saw the black speck of the Devil and his friend disappear into the haze of the trees, pressed invisibly against the mountains. Holding back tears, he raced out of the house, into the open field, along the lake, and began bounding through the forest, trying to get to his own home before it was too late…

Andrea awoke, vision fuzzy. For several moments she lay on the cold stone, breathing deeply through clenched teeth. Mind swirling, she tried to figure out where she was. Darkness enveloped her; she felt cold stone beneath her weighted body, a deep, dank, cool air pressing down on her from every direction. She swallowed, pain throbbing throughout her throat, searing like hot, needle-tipped daggers running up and down her neck. Andrea winced in pain, tried to move; every joint in her body seemed to scream out in retaliation. 

A sigh escaped her lips and she almost gave up hope, just wanted to sleep, when she heard it: a scream pierced the darkness, bouncing over the walls, echoing in her ears. She lay there, breathless, not daring to move; it came again, this time closer, and she realized with paralyzing fear that it was coming. 

Chapter Five

Damon staggered from the forest; sweat running down his face, the furious buzz of gnats droning through his ears, flying into his throat and mouth. His head pounded from the exertion and his side felt ready to burst from the run; he finally found himself wishing to get in shape.

He hurled himself through the back door and ran into the kitchen. Leaning against the counter, he shoved away several bags of groceries and hopped onto it, leaning against the wall to get his breath. He’d ran for several minutes straight at full-speed, scaling rocks and hillsides, jumping creeks and dodging trees; he was stupid and tried to take a shortcut, but had went the long way.

As six o’clock began to round, he leapt off the counter and ran to the portable phone hanging on the wall. Reeling it off the hook, he flicked it on and began to dial… But there was no dial tone. He swore and slammed it down on the hook. Now what?

His mind raced as he stared at the wall, trying to figure out what to do. Running down to town would take at least thirty minutes, especially after the running he has already done.  Maybe his adrenaline could carry him, but he thought better of it.  He needed to contact Chico and somehow get the local law enforcement. He suddenly wished he’d never gotten himself involved; one sunny day had turned into a nightmare in just a little over a week!

Suddenly he remembered grabbing the weapons – he’d even forgotten to grab it back on the way out of the old mans house! – And realized that he’d gotten one of those cage trucks used to carry captured animals. It wouldn’t get high speeds on regular ground, but going down a hill…

Praying that he still had time, he raced for the back door.

Andrea forced herself to her feet, despite the pounding headache and the urge to vomit. She felt pain in her left arm, could feel her clothes clotted to it, as if glued; the blood had dried. Shaking her eyes clear, ignoring the migraine, she stared through the blackness, eyes gradually becoming more focused through the dark, eerie night.

She realized she was in some sort of cave, sitting against a stonewall in a stone corridor. All around her were skulls and broken bones; she struggled not to scream over the bugs and insects crawling over what looked to be the decaying bartender. 

The screams came again, this time much closer, causing her head to spin. It seemed to come from the right; she turned and ran left, stumbling through the dark corridors of the cave. Her footsteps treaded loudly over the floor, in her tennis shoes; they were making too much noise!

Swearing under her breath, she knelt down and wrestled off her shoes, hurling the first down the corridor. A scream came from the monster. Taking a deep breath, she hurled the other farther still, making it sound as if she was heading in the opposite direction.

Andrea ran the other way, socks making hardly any noise. She passed more broken bones and skeletons, saw a snake slither out of her way. Up ahead were shards of light poking through the rock wall; they were bright to her, probably dim compared to the light outside.

A roar filled the cave, bouncing off the stone walls. Andrea peered down the hallway, down towards the sound; it had found the shoes, she didn’t have much time!

Reaching the rays of poking light, she began to scratch at the holes, praying to God the rock would come apart; cracks from weathering had all ready spread over it, it might just be possible! Scratching, she felt blood rush around her fingertips as the skin broke and the fingernails came apart; for once in her life she didn’t care about beauty as the rocks began to come apart.

After several bloody strokes, they collapsed, cracking and tumbling down. She wobbled backwards, pressed against the cool rock wall as bright, white light drove into her eyes.  Tears of pain streamed down her face and she tried not to scream. Hearing large thumps off to her injured and sore left, she realized that she had only moments to act. Taking a deep breath, not knowing what she will be emerging, she leapt through the hole and felt herself falling through the air. She almost screamed but she slammed into the dirt below, rolling down a hill.  Rocks, brush, and twigs snapped at her, bruising her body, but she eventually stopped, falling into the air over a cliff, splashing into water below; the stream lapped and barraged at her body.  She gagged and choked as she gasped for air, instead taking in water.

Getting to her feet, she stumbled onto the bank, and quickly limped into the pines.  Behind her was a roar and, looking back, she could barely see the hideous Jersey Devil standing at the gaping hole, wings open, screaming into the morning air.

She grinned, let out a whoop of joy… and instantly regretted it. The black, beady eyes of the Jersey Devil stared from atop the ledge, dropping out over the cliff banks of the stream and down into the foliage, right into her own.

A battle cry echoed throughout the land… 

The large, black, all-terrain vehicle rolled to a stop next to the general store, a cloud of smoke billowing up as it slid across the dirt road. The morning sun beat down on the dark truck, which – instead of a large cargo transport hanging off the back – held a huge, wrought-iron metal cage, glistening hot in the humid sunrise. In the back of the cab, where additional passengers could sit, he’d piled grenades, a rocket launcher, a few assault rifles, stuff like that; just in case.

Damon threw open the door and leapt down, leaving the engine idle. As he sprinted across the road and up the steps of the general store to the deck, shivers ran up his spine as he glanced towards the rolling, pine-covered mountains. He could almost imagine Andrea being killed, mutilated as…

He shoved the vision from his mind and ran on into the store, passing rows upon rows of empty shelves, wondering what was going on. It seemed as if everything had been dropped, the store swept clean; one of the windows was shattered.

“Alex?” he called, knowing Chico would have drove down to the store. The thought of Chico’s drive caused him to realize that his Sedan wasn’t parked outside. Which meant that they had left! But where did they go?

Mind racing, he turned to head outside, but his eyes caught site of a note setting on the counter.  The note was written hastily, but indicated that the writer had went “to a bunker at Bert’s house, up in the mountains”.  But she didn’t give directions – or was it Chico’s handwriting, or someone else’s?  Did it matter?

His mind racing, he ran back outside, to get back into the truck.  Before he got in, he got an idea: scouring the ground, he searched for tire marks, possible signs of the direction of Bert’s place. He realized the entire town was empty, almost a ghost town, and also figured that they had cleared the store to make provisions in this so-called bunker.

Damon finally leapt into the truck.  He had no idea where this “Bert” lived, so he might as well head back to the house.  Maybe he missed a note at the house.  Or maybe he can find Andrea – if she was still alive – and maybe even capture that four-legged winged piece of crap.  But even as he headed up the hill to his home, he realized his innocent plan to seize this monster had all ready turned into a nightmare…

The feet staggered through the forest as they ran, jumping over fallen logs, dodging stretching trees, leaping over craggy rocks, legs getting torn up by the whipping twigs that fell forth from the pines and the brush moving along the ground. Her throat throbbed with pain each breath she took, but she ignored it; her body was weak and sometimes failing, even with the adrenaline; she ignored it. There was a roar behind her and her only thankful tone was that the Jersey Devil was having a lot harder time through the woodlands. It was used to flying was not an advantage in the dense woods.

The land sloped downwards and – at times – she almost lunged forward, plunging through the underbrush. It only got steeper and steeper, and at the wrong time she had too much speed; gasping, she hurled over a cliff, falling down several feet before slamming into the tops of the pine trees, branches ripping and bashing her as she fluttered to the ground, slamming into the softened earth with no more pain she’d had in that evil, foreboding cave.

Staring up into the sky, head pounding, she saw the Jersey Devil rocket from his position on the cliff, flying into the air. She watched with tear-streaked eyes as it did a few circles before fluttering away into the daybreak.

Andrea lay there for several minutes, not moving, not wanting to risk everything. But finally she carefully got to her feet; her legs and arms felt like rubber; her left arm was sore and throbbing with pain, tears reaching down through the muscle and to the bone; her heart and head pounding with pain.  

Ambling through the forest, she walked for several minutes before reaching a stream. Thanking God, she dropped to her knees and began scooping it out, swallowing it; the water was cool and clean, refreshing beyond her wildest dreams. Her sore throat was soothed for a while, the soft water tasty and helpful – although at times it was hard to swallow.

Finally having time to survey the damage her body has sustained, she removed her shirt to get a good look at her left arm. There were several dry-blood-covered lacerations, but the pain wasn’t as severe.  She didn’t know how much blood she’d lost and didn’t know if the weakness was from the emotional strain, the physical demands of her escape, the lack of food, or from loss of blood. If it was blood, it’d be a while to regain…

A crash to her right caused her to turn, and what she saw sent shivers up her spine. The Jersey Devil was hunched over the bank, wings folded, bloody jaws sending forth a purple tongue to sip some of the water from the stream.

As silently as possible, she stepped into the forest to conceal herself in the blanket of moss and foliage.  She felt herself become hidden among the trees, but with a narrow line of vision to watch the beast.

The Jersey Devil drank like a dog, water spraying against its lips, mouth, and face. It drank for several minutes before pulling away, satisfied. It stretched in the morning light, a loud groan rising from the depths of its throat. The tail swung behind its bulk as its searing, yellow eyes peered towards the heavens; the wings opened, prepared for flight…

They fell back to its side, the Devil swinging around, staring down the banks, right up to Andrea. She thought she was seen as the Jersey Devil approached, three-clawed feet spreading out over the moist soil as it walked. Andrea felt sweat drip into her eyes, blinked it away; heart pounding, she feared she would be heard over the oblivious silence.

But the Jersey Devil hadn’t seen her. No, it stopped at the water’s edge where she had just been.  The beast buckled over, purple tongue carefully snaking out, dancing over the sweaty, bloody, shirt she had forgotten to pick up. The nostrils flared, sniffing out the deep odors; the scent of fear, the scent of human flesh. 

Andrea forced herself not to scream, clamping her hand over her mouth. Screaming and thrashing now would bring nothing but another attack. But the monster hunched over her shirt didn’t soothe the thought of life in any way; fact was, it was there and she was here, and therefore there was an immediate danger. If only she could stay alive…

Andrea blinked sweat from her eyes.  She shifted her position, felt the end of a stick dig up into her foot. She swore under her breath and yanked it off… The movement caused her to lose balance and she fell, slamming into the brush, head banging against the base of a tree.

Wincing in pain, a roar filled the air and she realized that she had been heard. The roar ended and the animal began to rumble towards the forest, towards the mess of pines, eyes ablaze for revenge…

Andrea screamed, realizing that there was nothing to lose, the sound bouncing out over the land, out over the Pine Barrens, echoing across the rolling mountains and the sleeping valleys. The monster roared, giant body crashing through the brush…

An explosion ripped the air along the shore, throwing dirt, sand, water, and foliage high into the air, flames licking into the sky, black, curling smoke billowing towards the heavens. Ears ringing, the monster swiveled around and glared out over the rising carnage. The stench of burnt plants and hissing flames stuffed into its nostrils, causing it to sneeze…

Using the distraction and not even taking time to wonder what had happened, Andrea rolled over onto her stomach and leapt up into the air, not glancing back as she trudged through the forest, away from the scene.

A rocking boom echoed into her ears, caused her to wince; this one ripped through several trees and brush. Three trees went up in flames and smoke, burning in the daybreak light; another simply toppled over, leaving a trail of flames in its wake. Fire leapt over the foliage, snuffing itself off from the cool dew.

The Jersey Devil screeched in confusion and opened its wings. It lifted off but was caught in the branches in the overhead trees; it couldn’t escape. Wings batting against its side, it roared in anger as it flew under the canopy, out over the stream, flying high into the sky, disappearing over the rim of a mountain in what seemed like an instant.

Andrea fell to her side in fear and weakness, tears streaming down her face. Her ears still rang from the explosions, but she realized that the Devil had left; she’d seen it with her own eyes. Thorns from prickly bushes had torn at her skin; she was exhausted by the physical and emotion strain; what had started as an innocent morning had turned into a ruthless, bloody masquerade of good against evil. But the animal was gone, and she was alive!

Behind her she could hear several crashes as something rushed through the underbrush. She jerked her head around, heart frozen, expecting the Jersey Devil to have come back in vengeance, to have come back in covert. But her mind went quickly from fear to relief when Damon appeared, a rocket launcher strapped across his shoulder.

“Sorry about the explosions,” he said with a wan smile. “This thing really packs a punch.” He grinned along with Andrea, who was still crouching close to the ground. When she didn’t stand up, he asked hesitantly, “Is everything okay?”

Andrea nodded, tears still flowing. “Thank God you came!”

Damon replied, “And thank God you’re okay! When the Jersey Devil snatched you, I thought you were gone for good! I rushed back to the house and decided to come this way when I heard the Devil roar. I wanted to kill him with bloody revenge.”

Andrea laughed; feeling much more relieved and protected – something she hadn’t felt since she’d been napped by the monster. Realizing she had removed her shirt, Andrea exclaimed. “I removed my shirt so I could get a good look at my arm.  When the beast spooked me I ran into the woods leaving my shirt behind.”

“Why did you stop at the creek? My house is just up the hill!” He swung around, ushering a hand towards the cliff that ran up and to a line of forest. “Go about an eighth of a mile and you get to the house; right side set against a mountain.”

Andrea answered in a weak voice, “I didn’t know.”

“Well, get up, we have to find where this Bert dude lives…” Getting a puzzled look, the reporter explained: “I went down to town to get my wife and Chico. They weren’t there but there was a note. It said that they went to Bert’s place, but they didn’t leave any directions.”

“That was smart.”

“Yeah, well, get up. We can get inside before the Devil decides to get sneaky.”

Andrea shook her head. “My shirt is still lying out on the shore; but I think you shredded it with one of your rockets.”

“Well, sorry, but you can have one of Alex’s when we get to the house.”

“Thanks.”

“Well, get up and let’s get moving.”

Andrea nodded, getting to her feet. She felt embarrassed about not having a shirt, Damon seemed to make a point of not looking at her; he strode forward, heading towards a sloping side – where, she guessed, he’d come down. He didn’t look back, respected her privacy.

As she walked along the beach, she looked down at one of the black, earth-crunching craters. Lying along the fringe were several blackened strips of cloth; her clothes had been shredded. Well, she thought, at least it wasn’t designer.

A roar filled the air, several miles behind them. Damon swung around; Andrea glanced over her shoulder. He said, “He’s gonna get tricky with us, he is. He realizes we aren’t just some fools to be screwed around with. Now the real war begins!”

Damon finished pouring the coffee and set the mug down on the kitchen table. Andrea had taken a quick shower, washing off her body and cleaning the injuries. She’d ran a comb through her hair, but other than that, hadn’t touched it; she had brushed her teeth and had gotten into some new clothes, formerly belonging to Alex Hall. Now she was sitting downstairs with Damon as eight o’clock rounded, both wondering off into space where they should start in their search for their friends.

“It has to be one of the roads,” Andrea said, slowly taking down some black coffee. It needed some sweetener, but she said nothing. Partly because she didn’t want to be rude, but mostly because – concerning their circumstances – she didn’t care. “Most of the houses here have roads for their driveways; this Bert guy is probably a farmer, since you didn’t see anyone in town. We just need to check the roads.”

“That would take forever,” Damon mumbled, looking down at a plate of butter-smoothed toast. He wasn’t hungry, but knew he should eat. “And, frankly, who knows how long till the Jersey Devil picks up his nerve to attack. We have limited time and have to find a way to find out where they are!”

Andrea took another drink. “What about tire tracks? The place is dirt, wouldn’t there be tire tracks?” If there were tracks, they would probably lead…

“No, the dust has all ready covered them up, besides there would probably be hundreds of tracks” he muttered. Was it only yesterday when Porter’s house went up in flames? It had seemed so long, he’d loss track!

Andrea held her mug firmly in her hands, allowing the heat to warm her up; she’d been shivering out there and the shower had been only temporary relief.

There was a clang of metal outside; both of them looked up, perking their ears towards the sound. They looked each other in the eyes, hearts racing. The sound came again, as if something was trampling about outside. Had it all ready come back?

Damon leapt to his feet, shoving the chair out behind him. “Stay here,” he hissed, running from the room. Andrea got to her feet and stepped into the living room; he’d opened a box and pulled out an M14 double-barreled rifle, holding it upright in his left hand; in the other was a grenade. Looking her in the eyes, he said, “Stay here and I’ll check it out.”

“But…”

“Stay!” he hissed under his breath.

She wanted to argue, wanted to go, wanted to have some part in it so she wouldn’t feel guilty if the man was killed like so many had been in the past. But, sensing his anger, she was quiet, standing in the living room, watching as he cautiously made his way out into the parlor.

Damon moved out of her way and stood in front of the large, oak door. He swallowed; sweat beginning to drip from his forehead, hands going moist over the barrel of the gun. Lifting it up, he cocked it, sliding the frag grenade into a second barrel; his “contact” had made it custom-made into a grenade launcher/assault rifle. 

Free hand stretching out, wrapping around the door, he was surprised when it swung open, hurling him back against the wall, gun flying from his hands. Andrea screamed, but Damon only laughed when he saw who it was.

“Chico!” he shouted. Chico reached over, helped Damon up and they embraced each other.  Damon asked, “Are you the one who wrote the note? Whoever wrote it forgot a small detail - directions to Bert’s house!”

“A person working there wrote,” Chico said, grinning, his Spanish accent bringing joy to Damon’s ears. “We left and then, when Alex realized she didn’t have anything but a gown to wear, she urged me to go back. So finally I did, and when I get here, the large semi-cage truck is parked in the front and I decided that it’d be safe, that you guys were home.”

Damon nodded. “Well, we barely made it. Andrea herself almost got killed!  So did I, but I taught that Devil that fire was not a toy!” He laughed, said, “I’ll tell you about it sometime.”

Andrea stepped forward, holding the gun. “You’re lucky the grenade didn’t go off. Such a thud like that would cause it to explode, but with some streak of luck, it didn’t.”

Damon shrugged, took it. “I’d rather be lucky than good.”

She turned to Chico. “What happened out there? Why were you banging around like a madman?”

Chico frowned. “Excuse me?”

Andrea smiled. “Trying to act all innocent, are we?”

“No,” Chico said, lifting his hands in evident gesture. “I just drove up here, parked, and came inside. There was some scattered metal by the porch, looked to be from that barn we tore down before we moved in, but I just walked on up the steps.”

Damon looked up from the gun, into his friend’s eyes. “You didn’t stumble through the metal?”

“No.”

Damon glanced over at Andrea, who was growing a mask of fear over her face; as he was, also. Chico saw their fright-covered faces, knew something was wrong. 

“Is there something I should know about?”

Damon glanced past him, out into the morning sun. “Crap. Andrea, stay here; same with you, Chico.” He gripped the gun and stepped forward, heading for the door.

Chico watched him, asked, “What’s wrong?”

He stepped out onto the porch, through the open doorway. Scanning his land, he saw the Sedan, the semi-cage truck, the scrap metal, the forest, the road down to the town, but there was nothing else. Nothing. Was it something natural, maybe just some wind kicked up and caused them to buckle and bend? He prayed to God that were true…

The sound of breaking glass inside was followed by a female scream, which was followed by Spanish curses. Damon spun around, nearly falling.  Looking back into the house he saw Chico hurl Andrea against the wall behind him.  Chico was saying something to her, but his voice was shadowed by the roar of an animal.

Damon stepped forward, slammed the door, turned around on the porch, wooden boards creaking beneath his feet. The muffled screams and hollers from inside were once again droned out by the much large antagonist.

Running around the porch, Damon leapt over the railing, landing on the balls of his feet in the spongy grass. Swinging around, he pulled the trigger, gun bucking as several bullets sliced into the monster’s body; the neck and head poked in through a shattered window, frame laying bent and broken on the ground against the base of the farmhouse.

The Devil withdrew itself, turned, snarling at the new opponent. It opened its mouth, the roar pouring forth, dagger-like teeth sending chills up the human’s spine. Blood fell from its hide, but it didn’t seem to care; although it did screech when a bullet caught it in the chest, searing through its body.

Damon emptied a few more rounds, began stepping back as he started to reload. The monster was shaken, but not enough. It shook itself, blood spattering over the ground and the side of the house.  It reared up, wings batting against its body.

Damon watched it in awe. For such a nasty creature, it had a graceful way about it. The belly revealed itself, a shield of pebbly skin; the wings beat furiously in the air, the claws scraping at its side, mouth hanging open, and rows of gnarled teeth threatening the man.

Damon looked down at the weapon and switched the trigger. Bringing it back up, the animal was falling down to all fours once more, ready to attack. Damon pulled the trigger, the grenade flying through the air; the animal knew the sound of the rife definitely was not something good, and took off into the sky.

At about five feet up, the grenade exploded against the ground, sending the Devil tumbling through the void, screeching out in fear; dirt and grass showered the house and the surrounding land, black scorch marks burning the ground and scolding the side of the home.

Damon quickly began to reload, heard something crash down behind him; the Devil landed about 10 yards away, shaking off bits of debris, swinging around to charge the attacker. Damon, looking at the approacher, hissed, “Dang it, Chico, get your butt inside before…”

The Argentinean screamed, “Get down!” On instinct, he didn’t have to think twice. With his friend he dropped to the grass like a stone, some embers from the explosion burning against his feet. The Devil roared over, flying through the air, wings guiding it to take another run.

“Get up, Damon, get up!” Damon bolted to his feet and leapt over the railing, landing on the porch and rushing inside, slamming the door behind him.

Damon chewed Chico out good, leaping to his feet. Swiveling around, he bent over and hefted the large, heavy gun, which had landed at his feet. Bringing it up, he already had it reloaded and was able to take several shots at the monster, the bullets whizzing past, not hitting the mark.

Nevertheless, the Jersey Devil, frightened by the sudden hellfire of bullets, beat off course, flying towards the trees; Damon, however, knew that it wasn’t planning on backing off.

He only had seven more bullets left, nothing to help; he had a pistol in his pocket, but a sidearm wouldn’t even leave a scratch. Dropping the gun, he ran around the porch and thrusted himself into the parlor, running into the two other people. He slammed the door shut and leaned against the wall.

“Did you get it?” Andrea asked, looking him in the eyes. Her face was as pale as pale gets, and fear wracked her body; Damon could sympathize with her, definitely.

Panting with flowing adrenaline, he muttered, “No, I didn’t. The thing is practically invincible.” He wiped sweat from his eyes, the salt stinging.

“Well, your aim didn’t help, either,” Chico said.

Damon ignored him. “That guy is ticked and he’s bent on revenge.” They heard a roar, from the living room; all were in the parlor, near the front door, out of site from the Jersey Devil. “Somehow we need to get outside and to the truck.”

“Screw it,” Chico said. “That’s suicide.”

“You gotta better plan?”

Andrea said, “I do!”

Another roar filled the room. Chico frowned. “Do you think it can here us?”

“Sure,” Damon said. “It just doesn’t understand.”

Andrea said, “Guys, look!” She had their attention. “We need to get to the basement! Even if he gets in, we can hold the place siege. You know and I know that you’ve got weapons in the living room…”

“Yeah, where the durned monster is poking his head in.”

“So we get him outta there! Someone distracts him!”

“Like a decoy?” Chico asked.

“More like a piece of bait,” Damon muttered. “It’s suicidal.”

“If you have another plan, feed us,” Andrea snapped.

Damon was silent.

Chico said, ”Who will be the decoy?”

All eyes turned on him.

Andrea and Damon burst into the living room, catching the monster’s attention. At first it was a little surprise, but the horse-head opened, screaming at them with nasty teeth. They scaled the wall, trying to get as far away as possible. Masked by their entrance, Chico slipped on through the other parlor door, into the study. 

Andrea looked over at Damon, who said, “Suicide!” But the sound was dwarfed by the Devil’s war cry, echoing and bouncing over the living room walls, almost bursting their eardrums. 

Damon looked over, saw the box holding packing hay and several guns, with some grenades; most of the other stuff was in the semi. Heart pounding, he prayed that their plan would work. But he still wondered: would the Devil leave them for Chico?

Standing in the study, Chico threw open a window, burst out the screen, and stuck his head out. Screaming at the top of his lungs, he tried to get the monster’s attention. Screaming over and over, his lungs were hoarse and felt ready to burst; but so much rested in the balance that he didn’t dare stop!

Andrea suddenly rushed into the parlor, followed by Damon. They dove against the wall, hidden from view; could see their friend screaming. 

The Devil lurched from the window, beat up into the sky, soaring over the farmhouse, the human screams enticing him.

 “Chico, get back!” Andrea shouted.

He immediately did so; leaping back, he rolled over the carpet, slammed into the back of a desk. The window suddenly filled with the animal’s head, snaking out towards the Argentinean. Chico screamed in fear, suddenly paralyzed.

Andrea and Damon bolted towards the weapons box. After a few choice words, they finally brought the box into the parlor, slamming it down against the floor, bits of hay scattering over the hardwood covering.

Chico pressed himself against the rough, wooden desk, his lungs tossing up more shouts of fright than he could handle; he was sent into a coughing fit, furiously trying to bring air into his lungs. The Devil pulled back, lurched forward; the wall bulged with his weight, cracks began to form along the drywall; he’d get through if he continued!

Damon was suddenly standing in the doorway, pistol held in his hands. He pulled the trigger several times, bullets slamming into the animal’s face; with a shout of pain it pulled out, bashing its head against the top of the window, bringing out a large chunk of the wall.

Damon fell to the ground next to Chico, reached out, grabbed his hand. “Don’t worry, we’re almost outta here!” he shouted, pulling; but the nerve-wracked Chico was deadweight.

Andrea now took Damon’s spot in the doorway, assault rifle in her hands. She fired several shots through the broken window, taking away any ease the Devil still had. 

Damon slid the gun over to his friend, “just in case”. After several soothing words that eventually turned to malice-filled demands, he got the assistant reporter to his feet, and they took off past Andrea.

Meeting in the living room, Damon said, “Good plan, even though it nearly cost me my life!” He peered through the broken window; nothing was there. But he was dead sure that the Devil wouldn’t leave without a gung-ho war.

“We need to get into the basement without being seen! If we can do it, he may think we left! And it’s not like he can get into the basement.”

“Don’t be on it,” Chico said, strength returning. He shoved down all shame, and said, “When it went after me…. When it went after me, it pressed against the wall; with enough pressure, the wall will fall.”

Andrea ignored his pun. “Okay, we each go at different times! Through the living room, into the kitchen, and on down into the basement! It should work.”

“Well, I’m first,” Chico said.

“Fine, fine,” she muttered. “Just don’t let it see you.”

“Don’t worry,” Chico said, and he lined up to make his move.

He craned his neck over to the side, trying to look into the study, trying to see if the abominable monster was still there. Heart pounding, he saw nothing, and quickly ran into the kitchen. Andrea did the same, but when Damon got ready, the Devil appeared, peering into the room.

Damon swore, falling back into the parlor. Now what? Andrea and Chico were all ready through and running downstairs; Andrea had taken two guns with her, giving Chico one. Damon had no gun save his pistol, and carried one frag grenade. Although it would tear out the wall, leaving them open, he knew it was his only choice.

Plucking the pin, he offered up a prayer to any God who would listen, pulled back his arm… The grenade was hurled into the air, flipping side-over-side. The Devil pulled away from the window as it crashed into the side; with a wave of flames and burning smoke, the wall crumbled and the floor blackened.

As black, choking dust began to pour into the parlor, Damon used the quick deception to slid into the kitchen, ears ringing; he leapt down the steps and on into the basement. At the foot of the steps, the door was shut. He thrust it open and leapt inside; Chico appeared, slamming the door, locking it.

“What was that?” Andrea asked, sitting on several storage boxes filled with random junk they’d pulled out of a storage barn in Stanton. 

“The wall’s down, but I don’t think he saw me come this way.” Damon commented. Getting several heated, angered faces, he explained, “I would have been killed if I didn’t do it. I’m lucky to be alive.”

“Grenade?” Chico asked.

Damon nodded.

Up above was a roar, footsteps along the ceiling.  No one moved, no one said a word; all seemed to be lifeless as they stood frozen, as if in a trance; the Jersey Devil could not know where they were!

The monster moved on through the parlor, into the living room. It seemed to stop there for several moments, moved back into the parlor, and on into the living room. 

Andrea mouthed, looking over at Damon, “It’s looking for us.”

Damon nodded, heart pounding.

The monster moved on into the kitchen, and there was silence for about ten seconds. WHAM! Something crashed above, spilling out its contents. Soon a wave of animal crunching wafted down as the Jersey Devil feasted.

For once Damon had to stifle a laugh. It hit him what had happened, and he was forced to remember an old family dog, clumsy and stupid. It was eating from the fallen refrigerator! Just like a dog would out of a fallen trash can!

Minutes passed; Chico carefully leaned against a wall, Andrea sat back down on the boxes. But, no, Damon stood in the middle of the room, feet firmly planted against the cold, concrete floor. Sweat poured off his face.

The monster moved on, the floorboards creaking.  Everyone watched the movement with their eyes, not daring to move. With crashing steps, it moved past the stairs leading down to the basement, and everyone let out a sigh of relief…

Crash! Andrea gasped, falling to the ground as the boxes collapsed underneath her; she slammed into a shelf against the wall, shaking it violently, stored wine bottles crashing to the floor. Stupidly, she’d decided to sit on empty boxes…

Upstairs, the beast bellowed, heading back for the stairwell. Damon reached down, helped Andrea to her feet, said, “You fool! It knows where we are now!”

Andrea ignored him. “Now what?”

Chico stood at the door, leapt back as it seemed to bulge and almost crack. Looking back, he said in a horrified mask, “It’s gonna get in! If it can bust a wall, a flimsy door will be cat-scratch!” And, unfortunately, his words were truth.

Damon swore, tried to make up a plan. They had two machine guns, and if they were able to make good shots, they might win, sending the animal to the ground. But then… 

Chico ran up to him, face beaming. “There are windows outside!” He pointed to a small privacy window; it was tiny, but they could all fit through it. “We can get the heck outta here!” His words were salvation!

Damon raced to the window, quietly saying, “Andrea, get the two guns, hand one to Chico. I can get out and you two can follow, all right?”

“How come you’re the first one out?” Andrea demanded.

“Just do it!”

“Give me an answer!”

The door bulged against, dust flying into the air from the dirt hinges; a snarl swirled about the room, the Jersey Devil irate, seeking revenge.

“I don’t have time…”

Chico aligned himself in front of the door, ready to fire. He cocked the gun, checked the magazine, all was fine. Aiming up, he planned on sending out a few bullets, getting into a new position….

Andrea hissed, “Give me an answer, dang it!”

Damon glared at her. “I can get into the semi and get the good weapons! I can get in behind the stairs and blast it before it comes in, or if it’s all ready in, scratch it from the list.” She didn’t move. “Trust me.”

Andrea nodded. “Fine, fine. Hurry it up!”

“Get the gun!”

Andrea obeyed, picking it up. The monster bashed at the door again; it would be swinging off the hinges soon, and that was that. Then it would be a slaughter pen. On cue, she fired several bullets into the glass, breaking the window.

Damon pushed up a desk to it, leapt atop. Gripping the edge of the window, he punched out the small shards of glass with a piece of scrap wood.  He squeezed thru the window, leaves and sprouts scraping against his face.  He pushed through, eventually stumbling out over the lawn.

Andrea turned to Chico. “Chico, you’re turn! Get over here now!” Her voice, filled with demand, caught his attention, and for a split second he turned from the sights on the door.

But he turned back around, said, “You get out! Women first!”

Andrea shook her head. “No, Chico! This is your house!”

“Guests are never welcome!”, responded Chico.

Outside, Damon threw open the door, stepping into the cab of the semi.  Reaching over the seat, he wrapped his hands over the cool barrel of the rocket launcher, all ready loaded – he’d taken free time on the walk from the stream to the house and had leveled in another green, cone-tipped rocket. Pulling it from the semi, he raced towards the front of the house, running up the porch and on into the debris filled parlor.

In the basement, Andrea wiggled her way out, entrapped by Chico’s cleverness on words, and was making her way out when the door exploded in behind her. She tried to look back, but her body was in the way; a roar echoed and – acting on impulse – pulled herself from the room.

Chico backed off from the door, firing at the black creature standing at the base of the steps. It stepped forward, the bullets harmlessly rattling in all directions, Chico’s aim thrown off by his immense shaking.

Boom! The whole place seemed to fill with flames and noise; Chico was hurled against the wall, thrown in amongst boxes. He opened his eyes to stinging black smoke, heard a crying monster… The sound of crumbling bricks and walls evaded his ears, but he couldn’t scream; dust choked his throat, crawling through his mouth and down into his lungs.

Damon dove out the back door. He wrenched himself to his feet, ran on… Behind him, the house creaked and groaned in revolt, before it finally came down in a cloud of dust and ash… The last thing he felt was a blast of wind that made him stumble, made him fall to the ground.

The last thing Andrea remembered was the “boom” and feeling herself being propelled through the air.  She landed hard on the ground, apparently being “knocked-out”.  As she awoke her head was pounding and she wondered how long she had been “out”.  She slowly got up; rubbing her temples, looking at the pile of rubble that had once been a house.  Instinctively, she knelt back down wondering where the beast might be.  As she looked beyond the house she could see Damon lying on the ground.  Andrea moved cautiously towards him, fearful of his condition, while still thinking about the possibility of the beast watching her.  Once she got to with-in several feet of Damon she quietly inquired “You all right?” Damon didn’t respond, so Andrea slowly nudged him gently with her foot against his side.  Damon mumbled something and opened his eyes.  Andrea immediately began to help him sit-up and began to brush the dust off of him. Clumps of packed dust fell to the ground, a grayish color, some of it marked with black streaks.

“Are you O.K.?” Andrea inquired.

“Yeah, I think so.  How long have I been out?

“I’m not sure, I was knocked-out too.”

“I think we got him!” Andrea said. “The house landed right on top of him! He’s history!” She turned to look at the pile of rubble, nothing but a few slabs of wall remaining upright, foot-deep in imploded debris. “No way anything could survive that!”

He nodded, agreeing. “Where’s Chico.”

Suddenly her joyful face turned placid, which quickly changed into a face marked with fear and sorrow. Damon read her face, his attitude going black. Andrea managed, “He was in there.”

Damon swallowed, licking his lips under the growing heat. “I thought he got out with you.”

Andrea shook her head. “I got out seconds before it collapsed.”

Damon swore, could feel a sob coming up. Choking it down, he pushed past her, jogging around to where Chico would have been at the time when the house took its last breath.

Behind him, Andrea said, “He forced me to go, I would have…”

He ignored her, beginning to walk across the rubble, dodging the large remains. Suddenly he swore, jumping back to the fresh ground. “Don’t want to crush him…” But he almost didn’t want to admit it… That was all ready done…

Andrea said, “I barely knew him…”

“I’d always treated him as a little kid, sometimes like a pet!  Sometimes I treated him as worthless, as a nobody, as nothing. And now, since I got to know him, I realize that he was a human being, with dreams, laughs, a history, a family, feelings…” It was all too much and he fell to his knees, forcing the cries down; he’d heard it wasn’t healthy, but he didn’t care. 

Over the putrid smells of the fallen building wafting up from the carnage, Andrea wanted to say something to comfort him, but couldn’t. What would she say? Sorry? Standing there, looking down, she felt halfway glad that she hadn’t known the man… At least she wouldn’t feel as much pain.

“Hey, is it safe to come out?”

The Argentinean voice forced Damon to his feet. Swinging around with Andrea at the exact same time, he let out a cry of joy, tears of joy streaming down his face. 

Damon responded, “You’re alive!”

“Yes, for now….help me out of here!” Chico said. 

Damon and Andrea quickly started removing debris from the area where they heard Chico’s voice.  “Be careful up there, I don’t need you falling through the floor onto the top of me“.  Damon and Andrea backed off a bit and saw the debris being moved by Chico from underneath.  Chico popped his head through, breathing in the much cleaner air.  “The house just collapsed around me, barely missing my legs. I was afraid to move because I didn’t know where that Devil thing was.  Is he dead?”

“We think so, but we don’t know for sure because we were both knocked out from the blast”, answered Andrea.

Chico began thinking out loud as Damon pulled him from the basement.  “You know, just after the explosion I heard what sounded like some shuffling around in the debris – I was hoping it was you guys, but I was afraid to make a sound checking it out.”

“So how long has it been since the explosion – both Andrea and I were out-cold for a while.”

“About 15 minutes I would guess”, responded Chico.

As the tree friends moved away from the house and out onto the driveway, they were all thinking the same thing; is “
it” dead.  Just then Damon noticed several three-clawed footprints in the dusty drive, specks of blood splashed along the path. “It was injured, but it got out.”

Damon and Andrea both cursed the monster under their breaths. Once again, it had curved past their weapons, had taken some bruises, but had escaped. 

“He’s limping with a sore body,” Chico said, “but he’s alive. He’ll have to heal up before…”

Damon swore under his breath at those words. “The lake.” 

Chapter Six
The semi braked to a halt in front of the junk-covered lot. The dark thunderstorms were right overhead, the land bathed in a dark light. There was no rain, no thunder, not lightning yet, but everyone knew that the water was going to break somewhere; maybe not over Claysburg, but somewhere. And hopefully, wherever the rain poured, it wouldn’t interfere with their hopeless plans.

Hopping out, Damon ran to the back of the truck and began opening the cage, as fast as he could. He didn’t know how he would get the monster inside; it definitely wanted to go to the lake.  Maybe they could immobilize it; not kill it, just paralyze it, put it in the back of the truck, dip the back of the truck into the lake, get the animal all cleaned up, and then head away towards Stanton and millions of dollars show money.

Andrea pulled a military-grade sniper rifle from the back, straining her muscles at its weight; it had to be heavier than several of those assault rifles are. Chico reached past her, grabbed a ka-bar knife lying on the seat. It was large and sharp, had a cool leather pouch. Wouldn’t hurt to have it.

 Turning to Chico, she handed the sniper rifle to him. Running towards the house, he was going to find a good window where he could easily shoot off a leg or something from the menacing – but limping – Jersey Devil.

Andrea grabbed two grenades, slid the pins inside her belt, holding them in place. Grabbing an assault rifle, she moved out of the way so Damon could stock up. The back of the truck was open, and with a small press of a button – on the controller, which Damon held – they’d be all right.

He ended up with basically the same thing as Andrea, except for the fact that he replaced his grenades with claymores. Turning to her, he said, “Get inside and get cover. I’ll be in before long; I have to set these.” He showed her the brown-colored pieces of plastic known as claymores.

“What are they?” Andrea asked, sensing it was a lot more powerful than an average hand grenade. Suddenly she felt insignificant, as if she wanted some.

“I put them on the ground,” Damon said, “and when weight is applied, they explode.  Its similar to a land mine” A grin spread over his face. “If the crapper decides to step on one, he’s going to get a mighty kick, eh?”

Andrea nodded. “Well, get going before it gets here.”

“Yeah,” Damon said, beginning to jog towards the lake. “Good luck!”

“And the same to you.” She walked towards the farmhouse.

Damon knelt over the spongy earth, slipped out one of the claymores and smashed it into the ground. Pulling out red-colored wire, he placed it inside the clay, acting as a detonator. He placed several more around the rim of the lake, making a line across the shore, advancing his chances of scoring a hit; he just prayed that it wouldn’t kill the beast.

Running up to the farmhouse, he threw himself into the kitchen, ran upstairs. Chico had the sniper rifle laid out over a desk, was peering through the reticule, ready to fire; Andrea sat on the large bed, ignoring the thick stench of the room, which smelled deeply of B.O.

“What’d you put out there?” Chico asked.

“Claymores.”

“Ah… Good choice.”

“Yep. Hand-selected.”

Andrea asked, “Who supplies you?”

“A person I know.”

“Who?”

Damon smiled, teasing her. “You don’t havta know.”

“Damon…”

Chico shouted, “Hey! There he is!” Everyone rushed from where they were to the window – the glass was broken, thanks to Chico –, crowding around to get a better view. Sure enough, the Jersey Devil had slowly made its way from the forest, leaving a thick trail of blood; it moved slowly and insignificantly. The blood loss was getting to it, but it was almost to the lake.

“Aim small, miss small,” Damon said, remembering the line from a movie he’d seen a few years ago.

Chico nodded, hands shaking from the pressure. He lined up against one of the animal’s legs, the three-clawed feet prancing over the ground as salvation and life was near.

“Aim small, miss small.”

Chico wished he’d shut up, felt his hands go sweaty. Why was he going so cock-eyed? Just shoot the durned bullet! The animal was fifteen feet from the lake, nearing even closer and closer with each step.

“Shoot the gun,” Andrea hissed.

“Come on, man!” Damon said.

Chico swore, pulled the trigger; the gun bounced against his shoulder and chin, knocking him to the floor; the gun skidded away from him, sliding over the littered floor. Blood swelled around his lips; a curse poured from his bleeding mouth.

The Jersey Devil screamed right at them, eyes piercing into theirs. It knew. Damon swung up the assault rifle, screamed, “Open fire!” He let of a stream of bullets, which clanged over the ground. The Jersey Devil leapt into the air and – by sheer luck – over the claymore that had been right in its path.

Andrea pulled her gun up, fired, but not soon enough. The Devil leapt into the air one more time, wings beating weakly, before it crashed into the water, disappearing into the depths, slowly-diminishing water bubbles signaling its departure from the shore.

“Ah, shoot!” Andrea said, lowering her weapon. She stared dismally out over the lake, the sounds of birds filling the air. They’d missed the shot in the darkening day, and now it was right back to sheer, bloody attacks.

“Let’s move, either he will die in that lake or he will be hot on our trail again” Damon said. “Get to the semi before it gets out! Come on!” He shouldered his rifle and ran from the room, thundering down the steps.

Andrea helped Chico to his feet, ran down the stairs.

Damon threw open the front door, stepped out onto the porch. As he crashed down onto the ground, thunder rumbled in the distance; the storm was on the horizon. He ran to the semi, threw open the door, hopped in. Slamming it, he started the engine as the others came out of the farmhouse, a piece of toilet paper wadded up and stashed inside Chico’s mouth.

Andrea was the first to reach the truck, opened the door, and leapt into the back, amongst the military-grade weapons. Chico jumped in, shut his door, and buckled up.

As Damon hit the gas, he asked, “Did you have to bandage your mouth? I mean, it’s not like we’re on the run from a bloodthirsty monster or anything.”

“Shut up,” Chico demanded. “It was bleeding a lot and I didn’t want to have a stench of blood on my clothes.”

“Your stench is more like that room we were in.” Damon did a U-turn and headed down the road, the farmhouse disappearing behind the thick forest of the Pine Barrens. 

“Well, don’t get on my back too much,” Chico said. “Seems we’re more alike than we thought!” He smiled at his boss, who smiled right back. “So now where are we going?”

“Where was Bert’s?”

“I’ll show ya… Hey, we forgot the Sedan!”

“We’ll get it later,” Damon said. “We have more important ‘issues’ to deal with as it is.” He prayed that the Devil wouldn’t follow them; raindrops started to sprinkle on the windshield and he prayed for a huge storm with lots of thunder: it would muffle the sound of the engine. 

The dirt road soon turned to a strip of mud, the wheels of the truck threatening to slip as they drove. Damon wrestled with the rebelling wheel; both Andrea and Chico gripped their seats, praying that his speed wouldn’t get them killed.

With booming thunder, Andrea said, “Slow down!”

“Not on my life!” Damon said, not looking back. “I don’t want that monster even getting close! If I slow down, Lord knows he’ll find us.”

“No he won’t!” Andrea screamed. “Now slow us down before we have a fireworks display!”

Damon cursed, decreased his speed. The tires got better traction and – deep inside – he felt safer; of course, he wouldn’t tell them that. He had better steering, more control, and a flood of relief came over. It wasn’t that…

WHAM! The truck bounced, threatening to roll. He hit the brakes, fishtailing along the mud-bathed road. Raindrops smeared the windshield, the wipers working furiously.  He shouted as the tires refused to grip, letting the truck slip and slide down the road, down the mountain, towards the town of Claysburg.

“Hold onto something!” Damon screamed, gripping the wheel. He could almost see the semi slamming into the forest, a powerful explosion ripping over the Pine Barrens as the ammo and weaponry went off like a rocket.

Chico shouted, “We must have hit a pothole or something!”

“No, worse!” Andrea said, looking through the black window. “We got company!” The Jersey Devil had wrapped its hands around the cage, the rain streaking over its healed body, muscles tensed, ready to kill. It showed its teeth, its fangs; it knew it had been seen.

Damon looked back for a split second, returned his eyes to the road. Now what? “Everyone hold on! I may be able to get her to stop…” But that wouldn’t help with the pest problem ripping at the cage.

Andrea searched her mind for an answer, searched her soul for an idea. Chico reached out an arm towards the door handle; Andrea caught him. “It’s suicide!”

“So is this!”

“If you jump, you’re eaten alive! If you stay, you blow up and feel nothing!” Her words left a scar and he pulled his arm from the door, Damon struggling with the vehicle.

She glanced back, saw the monster carefully wrapping its hands over new bars, moving its feet, wings at its sides. It was moving in closer, would soon be towards them…

Andrea looked down at her feet, at the boxes on the floor. She saw one full of grenades, picked one out. She lifted the rifle, fired a brain wrenching shot into the window, shattering the glass. Raindrops peeled into the back of the cab, staining the seats, ruining the gunpowder.

Chico pulled his hands to his ears, an instinctive reaction to the gunshot; Damon had a pounding headache, still concentrating on driving the truck into town, to relative safety. But Chico demanded, “What the was that for? You’re going to get us…” He looked at the broken side window. “You gave him a way to get in!”

Andrea plucked the pin, had four and a half seconds. Hurling it out the window, she said, “I gave it more than that! Get down!” She bent over, covering her head; Chico did the same.

Boom! The whole semi seemed to rock, careening down the hill. Flames licked at the back, flaming even in the downpour; the Jersey Devil was nowhere to be seen. It worked!

“Dang fool!” Damon screamed angrily. “You got the truck on fire! The fuel’s stored back there!” He hit the pedal, speeding towards the town, ignoring the slips and slides.

The fire was spreading around the cage, appearing to melt the iron. How was that possible? How was it so hot! The truck bounced, flew down the road, leveling off, drove into the town. Damon hit the brakes, tried to stop; nothing. He cussed, the truck lurching in the mud, heading straight towards a townhouse.

“Holy crap!” Chico screamed, ducking down again, covering his head. Not even a second passed before the truck slammed into the stone wall, shoving through. Bricks, rock, and torn furniture crashed over the truck as it slid to a stop, right in the middle of a living room.

Damon pushed his open his door, surprised that it would even open, considering the place was full of dust-quenched debris. Stepping out, he coughed, turned to the ashen-faced others. “Get out before it blows!” And he began picking his way through the debris.

Andrea and Chico followed, leaving the truck behind. There was a lot of stone, some drywall. A couch was on its side, a dead cat lay crushed beneath the rubble. Damon’s throat, mouth, and lungs seared with pain from the dust as he pushed open a door, stumbling into a hallway; the others were right behind him.

He bent over, spitting black soot on the floor. His eyes were bloodshot, stinging from the dust. Looking over at the others, he said, “Come on, we need to get as far away as possible.” They followed him into the kitchen, out the back door.

Damon paused, searching. He saw what looked to be a small junkyard behind the general store; he went that way. Running, they ran past and ducked behind the general store.

“Cover your heads,” Damon said, ducking down.

“Why?” Andrea asked.

“The truck’s going to explode; the fire’s got a lot of fuel to blow and a lot of stuff to burn in that house.  A large explosion filled the air, pounding at their ears. A shockwave ripped past the building, the junkyard debris flying all over. Behind the general store, they were safe; it seemed to be holding.  Debris began to rain down, dropping all around them. Everyone covered their heads for several seconds before the last piece of debris fell to the earth.

“Man, that was huge!” Chico exclaimed.

Damon got to his feet, ran around the side. Nothing was left of the truck, the home, and even part of the general store was torn down, smashed to nothing but flattened rubble. Black smoke billowed into the air: a sign.

“We havta get outta here,” Damon said.

“We don’t have a car,” Andrea said.

Damon shrugged. “Find one.”

Chico wiped his faced with his shirt, looked up at his boss, saying, “How did the semi survive slamming into that brick wall?”

“It’s made of thirty percent carbon, making it stronger than diamonds,” he answered. “They made the casing and poured the liquid steel inside; it hardened and we got a very crash-resistant truck.”

“Obviously not explosion-resistant,” Andrea muttered.

Damon smiled. “Obviously…”

A screech filled the air, a black shape visible on the horizon. Chico, looking through the rain – they now realized they were soaked – said, “Well, we sure didn’t escape the monster, I’d have to say.”

Andrea swore. “Now what?”

“Now we go somewhere else.”

Andrea scanned the area, saw a small building about 50 meters or so away. “There! Come on!” They raced across the mud-stricken earth and slammed through the front door. Damon locked it and they all ran into a room with no windows, shutting and locking the door.

“Everyone sit down and shut up,” Damon hissed; everyone did. Sitting on the carpet floor, a table shoved against the back door, a bar against the other, they waited for news of the Jersey Devil’s approach.

Several minutes passed, the men and woman hearing nothing but the tremendous beating of their own hearts. Andrea gaped at her friends, wondering what was going on; her fear was evident, as was everyone else’s. She suddenly wished that she hadn’t seeked revenge; that she hadn’t come to Claysburg, that she was still back home teaching High School student’s math. How had she gone from annoying school teacher – as her students said, with more “colorful” words added on – to a woman fleeing mutilation and death? It was unbelievable; what would her students think? Who cares!

There was a crash outside the room, a snarl; something metal rolled along the ground, against the door. Andrea tensed, straining her ears, as she had done when she had been so young, when she’d thought this very same monster would come back to get her, too, with her dog already a victim…

There was a soft grumble from the beast, and then silence. For what seemed an eternity they waited, not moving, quietly breathing, and perspiration strolling down the crevices and peaks of their faces. For several minutes nothing happened. But finally they heard the footsteps of the monster leaving the area, disappearing from their ears.

Again, they waited about three minutes before Chico said, “I think it’s clear. We can go now. If we want to get to Bert’s…” A wave of Damon’s hand caught him short.

“You idiot, the thing’s still here!” he hissed under his breath. “It’s trying to trick us – and has you – but he will not get me nor Andrea.”

“I think he left,” Andrea said. “He’s not that bright.”

“Or maybe he won’t get me,” he sighed.

“I’m going to check.”

“No you are not.” Damon glared at her.

Andrea said, “Oh yes I am!”

“He’s out there, Andrea, and you know it.”

“I know that I heard him leave.”

“Andrea…”

She ignored him, hopping to her feet. “When I open this door, you will realize that I am right.” She headed for it, began to feel her arm throb with hidden fear. What if Damon was right? What if it was right out the door? Aw, no, it couldn’t be… she’d heard it leave!

“Andrea, sit down now,” Damon demanded.

She gripped the handle, turned it, the metal squeaking.

“Andrea, get back here!” he hissed.

Chico said, “Damon, there’s nothing…”

The door flew open, slamming into her body, hurling her to the ground. The Devil stepped inside, roared in defiant anger. Damon leapt to his feet, threw himself against the wall; Chico did the same.

Andrea screamed, still on the floor, as the animal hovered over, mouth gaping in rage; the nasty teeth glistened under the light from the bulb above, nasty breath and putrid chunks of flesh blowing against her face, into her throat, in her hair, as it bellowed.

“Andrea!” Chico ran forward, holding the ka-bar knife he’d snuck from the truck earlier. Leaping into the air, he brought the knife down into the hide of the monster, thrusting down deep into the body of the creature.

The Devil swung, throwing Chico to the floor, rolling over the carpet. It bellowed, moving towards him. With a giant step, it planted him to the ground, clawed foot atop his back. The talons flexed, digging into his skin; a scream of pain ushered from his lips.

Andrea got to her feet, stepped forward, wrenched the knife from the animal’s skin. With a roar, it swung around, slapping Andrea to the floor with its clawed hand; three strips of blood ran down her face from the attack. The knife was held in her hands; she gripped it tight as the monster hung over her, breathing into her face.

“You sorry fool,” she muttered. With intolerable rage, she hurled the dagger upwards, into the monster’s throat. It bellowed, the blade barely missing its esophagus and windpipe. Stumbling back, blood falling to the floor, it quickly ran out of the room, almost crying.

Damon rushed forward slamming the door, bolting it once more. Turning to Andrea, he hissed, “Man, I told you not to open that door! I am the leader of this team, I make the decisions, and you obey them!”

“Whoever said there was a leader?” Andrea asked, wiping the streaks of hot blood from her face, onto Alex’s shirt. “From where I stand, it’s every man – or woman – for themselves.”

“Where you stand means crap,” Damon said, getting into her face. “I got this thing together, I got the supplies, I got the men, and then you come bumbling along like Braveheart, and I just decide to bring you on! I am the leader of this team and I make the decisions!”

“What…”

“Is that clear?”

Andrea swore. “You wanna be the leader? Fine! Then I quit! Once I get out of this dunghole town I’m going right back to teaching! I will forget you, this town, this massacre, and this whole thing! It will be as if it never existed!”

Damon nodded. “Fine. If that’s how you wanna do it…”

“It is.”

Damon almost had fire blowing from his nostrils. “Fine.”

“Jeez!” Chico said, running up to them. “Take it easy! You all are just a little bit ancy, is all, a little overcast and all. Damon is the leader, he makes the calls.”

Andrea muttered, “Take his side…”

“I will,” Chico said, “cause he doesn’t ever almost get us killed.”

Andrea suppressed a grin at the joke.

Damon said, “Aw, crap, Andrea, who am I kidding? If I was leader I’d screw up sometimes, and you know it! Let’s just make this a republic party, not no Communist party, or Monarchy or whatever. All for one and one for all.”

Andrea sighed, let out her hand. “Fine. I’ll go with that.”

They shook. “Still with me – I mean, us – then?”

She nodded. “All for one and one for all.”

Damon grinned. 

“Well, hate to break up the love fest,” Chico said, “but staying here ain’t helping. We gotta get the heck out and get to Bert’s. There, we can probably get some help.”

“No, no,” Damon said. “Forget Bert’s! We need to get to Stanton, get some help there, you know? The authorities…”

“Won’t listen,” Andrea muttered. “Ever since it all began close to the Revolutionary War, the authorities have called it a hoax, a joke. And without evidence, they won’t even think about coming. We havta have evidence.”

“What about our wounds?” Damon asked. “We all got some.”

“Anyone can get wounds. We need a body or something.”

“Blood?”

“Huh?”

“We get some blood and they test it, realize that it definitely ain’t human, and send a team in to get us out.”

“No, no,” Chico said. “Once they realize it ain’t human, they’re not going to help until they’re sure it doesn’t belong with some other animal on the planet, and then they will send help. Could be a week…”

“Chico’s right,” Andrea said. “We gotta get to Bert’s and call for help. Maybe then they’ll help, once they realize we’re screwed over in a bunker or whatever.”

“Well, I’m tired,” Damon said, “so I’m gonna sleep for about an hour.” He huddled against the wall, rolled over onto his side, and was still. Chico did the same, as did Andrea. But no one but Damon could sleep.

Damon awoke, eyes groggy, muscles stiff, hearing returning. He yawned, looked out over the room. Andrea and Chico were talking in the corner, doing their own thing; he guessed it was sometime around noon, the way his stomach was growling. He longed for food, but there was none.

Getting to his feet, he asked, “Is he still here?”

Andrea grinned. “You’re awake.”

“Is he still here?”

“Yes,” Andrea said. “We think he’s sleeping, hasn’t moved for awhile. But then, he is a trickery little devil, and who knows? He could be standing out there, listening to our every word.”

Damon shrugged. “At least he can’t understand and can’t undo locks.” He thought for a moment, heard his tummy roar. “What time is it?”

“One o’clock,” Andrea said. “The rain’s gone… for now.”

He listened, didn’t hear the familiar patting of raindrops above his head. She was right, the rain was gone. But the mud would still be there, giving for harder driving. “So what’re we going to do?”

“You tell us, fearless leader,” Chico said, grinning.

Damon didn’t return it. “Well, we sure as heck can’t just wait here.”

“You know,” Andrea said, “he’s injured in the neck with the knife. As far as I know, the knife’s still there. But, if we can get the knife and put it through his windpipe, I think we can take him down. It’s a long flight for an injured monster all the way from here to the lake.”

“And just how are we going to get the knife?”

“I think I can take him,” Andrea said.

Damon laughed. “No, really.”

“No, really, I think I can take him!”

“She’s been going off like this for about an hour now,” Chico warned.

Damon snuffed off a laugh. It appeared to be that she truly was serious. “Andrea, you and I both know that you cannot take that thing out…”

“No, I can. I took some marshal arts in High School.”

“Yeah,” Damon said. “Against humans!”

Andrea glared at him. “He doesn’t know my strength.”

“And let’s leave it that way.”

 “You don’t know my strengths!”

“Tell me sometime,” Damon muttered. “But you’re not taking the monster! We’re going to get out of here somehow, and…”

“And what way is that?” Andrea demanded.

Damon thought for a few moments, sighed. Pulling a grenade off his belt, he said, “Like this!” He moved slowly toward the door and quietly unbolted it.  After a hesitation, in one swift move, he plucked the pin, cracked open the door, rolled the grenade through, shut the door and leaped to the opposite corner. “Get down!” He fell flat on the ground, covering his head. Andrea did likewise, as did Chico.

The large explosion rocked the room, blowing off the door to the room. Debris and black smoke billowed around them, falling and clinking along the ground. Embers of hot wood danced over their backs, burning through their clothes; a creak, a groan, and the far wall collapsed over the muddy earth outside.

“Move!” Damon shouted, leaping up. The smoke stung his eyes but he opened them to see his way. Plowing over rubble, he leapt through the smoke, slipped on mud, fell. A hand reached down, helped him up; Chico swore under his breath.

They sprinted from the burning house, towards a pickup truck parked several meters away, a truck that apparently undamaged by the two blasts. Smoke was still rising from the destroyed rock home; a gnarled frame of a semi was seen in the dying flames and curling, pale smoke.

Damon threw open the door of the vehicle sliding inside.  Chico slid into the middle, Andrea on the other side. Damon slammed the door, locking them. He reached down for the keys… There were none.

“Aw, shoot,” he muttered.

“What’s wrong?” Chico demanded. 

“No keys.”

Outside, the Jersey Devil screamed, looking straight at them. The knife was still lodged in its throat, keeping the blood loss low. Its eyes glared at the truck, mouth opened in a furious holler. Crap.

Andrea said, “Here, let me…” She reached over Chico, made him feel just a little uncomfortable, her arms working over his legs. She smashed her fist against the box under the wheel, spilling cords. She quickly used her sharp nails to cut them open, to pull them apart; sweat ran down her face in hurried fear.

The Jersey Devil began to leisurely walk towards them, still groggy from the explosion. Damon looked down at Andrea, hissed, “Hurry it up, dang it!”

“I am!” She wrapped two together; a rumble filled the truck as the engine switched on, vehicle ready to peel way. “Got it!”

The Jersey Devil screamed, bolted forward, realizing they had almost escaped. Damon hit the gas, the truck lurching. Andrea was thrown forward, down to the bottom of the Ford vehicle. She swore as the truck swerved around the smoking building, wheeling through the mud as they escaped.

The Jersey Devil roared, turned away, began walking in the other direction. Damon didn’t let the speed off, but a wave of relief did wash over him. Looking over at Andrea, who was getting back into the seat, he said, “Thanks.” 

Chapter Seven
He stood outside on the road, standing up against the line of trees leading into the deep depths of the Pine Barrens. Adjusting the collar on his plaid shirt, he cursed the humidity that was dropping over like a rock. Thunder rumbled overhead, lightning flashed. The first storm was all ready over, but the other was on its way; a fierce, uncontrollable wind was cresting the sky.

On down the road something caught his attention. Two headlights pierced the darkening day, a truck following right behind them. It looked to be Jesse’s truck; the kid and his girl had come up with Hama in the company van, amongst supplies they’d put in Bert’s old cold war bunker.

He stepped out onto the road, waved his hands in the air. The truck rolled to a stop, bouncing over a pothole, spraying mud against the towering pine trees, dressing the bark and moss in a slippery ooze.

The door of the truck opened and a man leapt out, ashen-faced, appeared to have been in a lot of pain recently. The guard thought of just letting them pass, the whole trio – he saw two more in the truck, a woman and what looked to be a local Mexican – but decided not to; they were just as good as anybody rolling on through towards the house.

“Hey, man, what’s up?” the man asked, as the guard walked up to the truck driver. The guard whipped out a pistol, ready to defend himself, from the man or otherwise. “You coming on through here for a reason, are ya?”

Damon stepped up to the man, glaring him in the eyes. “My name is Damon and I’m here with a few friends of mine.” He got no response. “We went a little Jersey Devil hunting.”

“Catch anything?” the man asked with a wan smile.

Damon shook his head. “Not yet, but you’re good enough bait.” The man seemed startled at that remark. “You’re a perfect lure for a monster looking for a meal, standing out here as if you own the forest! Personally, I’d be staying inside and out of the way if I were you, don’t wanna mess with the thing.”

“I think I could take him, besides its just a hoax” the man said.

Damon was about to say something when a flash of lightning added more “light” on the situation. The burst sent sparks of yellow across the man’s face; except this time it was Damon’s turn to be startled. The “man” was only a teenager, probably up around eighteen. He was wielding a gun and Damon wondered if he really knew how to work the thing.

Damon finally said, “You think you can take the Devil?”

The boy nodded. “You bet. I know karate, learned it when I lived in New Hampshire. I’ve practiced a lot, impresses the girls…”

“So you think you can take him?”

The boy seemed exasperated now, shifting his feet under the darkening sky, black clouds rolling over like foreboding, heavenly grasslands. “Yeah, man, can’t you understand Engli-“

He was never able to finish his sentence. Damon lunged forward, stepping to the right. The kid tried to react, didn’t have the speed. Damon’s hands flashed over his own, the gun coming loose. He let out a startled gasp before a backhand slapped across his face, sending him splashing into the mud, rolling down an embankment, slamming against some reaching pines.

Holding the gun, aiming it at the boy, he said, “Do you understand that you don’t have a chance against the Jersey Devil?” The boy stared at him through blank, shocked eyes; he seemed to be immobilized.

There was a door slam behind him; Damon swung around, Andrea racing up to him. Black hair flush behind her back, she demanded, “Why the heck did you just steal the man’s gun?”

Damon smiled. “He isn’t a kid and he isn’t that bright.”

The boy got to his feet, ran up the embankment leading off the muddied road. He slipped, lost his footing, slid back down. Finally he got back up to Damon.  Damon smiled and handed the gun back to the young man.

Andrea said, “So you’re not a man, huh?” She looked closer, saw his young, youthful appeal. He didn’t look too bad, she thought, but she was a schoolteacher and might as well had been teaching him. “So you’re a teenager?” she asked. “Senior?”

“No, I’ve already graduated,” he answered, sliding the pistol into his belt. “I live alone, work at the general store with Wu…” He paused, remembering the Chinese man who had perished not long ago.

“Why are you out here?” Andrea asked. 

“I was told to guard, in case the Jersey Devil came.”

“Guard what?” Damon asked.

“Bert’s bunker,” the kid asked. “We’re all holed up there.”

Damon stepped forward. “Believe me, your not going to have a chance against that beast.  You might as well go with us and lead the way.”

Andrea added, “Now.”

Mud sprayed as the truck screamed up the road, speeding for the farmhous. The kid named Jesse was no more than extra weight added to the cab, squeezing all four of them together. Andrea was shoved up against the window, Chico shoved up against her swollen arm; with each bounce and hit pothole she had to force herself not to swear in agony.

There was a fork in the road, Damon asked Jesse, who was sitting right next to him, “Right or left?” Jesse stuck a young finger to the left; he turned the wheel, applying a little brake to ensure their safety from overturning.

“How much longer?” he asked, having been driving for five minutes all ready. 

“Just a few more,” Jesse answered.

“Few more what?”

“Minutes…”

WHAM! The crash caught them all of guard, making them gasp in surprise. Damon wrestled with the controls as the small truck sped towards the forest. He hit the brakes, turned the wheel, fishtailed out of control. On the back was the roaring Jersey Devil, screeching as its wings unfolded to help slow the truck.

Jesse looked back, screamed; Andrea clasped an angry hand over his mouth. The two of them were transfixed on the hissing monster; Chico buried his head in his hands as Damon’s luck won out: the tail-end of the truck swung around, barely missing getting crunched by the thick trees. Now it was heading towards the other line of trees, Damon working furiously to get it back on track.

Mud splashed into the air, coating the monster, as the truck hit a giant puddle. It bellowed in rage as it hunched over the back; it began a steady move towards the cab, ready to break the glass of the back window in an effort to end the antagonists’ lives. They were nothing but trouble and would be dealt with swiftly and mercilessly.

Andrea turned her head, shouted at the driver, “Do something, it’s coming closer!” She looked back again, lurched over as a talon made a large slash against the window; flakes of glass disappeared in the darkening sun. “It’s getting in!”

Damon swore, hit the gas even harder. The monster sent another slash out, the talon digging into the glass; it shattered, flailing at its face with the truck’s speed. Shaking it free, the monster hunched over, ready to stick a head in, in direct alignment with Chico and Jesse’s heads. Andrea let her hand off Jesse’s mouth, his scream piercing the air; the boy would be knocked out cold if he didn’t stop!

The head lurched inside, poking through the broken window. The mouth opened, the teeth centimeter’s from Jesse’s scalp. The teenager looked into its eyes, saw rage, abomination, sheer violence. His scream silenced; he swallowed as those eyes pierced into his…

WHAM! Andrea’s slammed the butt of Damon’s pistol against its face; the monster bellowed in rage, the noise almost blasting their eardrums. The head peeled out, shaking in the growing wind as the storm drew near.

Jesse began to scream again.

“Shut him up!” Damon hollered.

Chico’s pressed a hand against his face, shoving his head into the back of the seat. Riding on the bed, the monster pulled back and thrusted itself forward, slamming into the back of the cab; the metal crunched and folded, almost caving in. 

Damon was pressed against the wheel, the wind blown out of him. Jesse was leaning on Chico, whom was cradling an injured arm; there was no blood, just a painful pulse. Andrea was showered with glass that had seared the side of her face; lines of blood trickled down her cheeks as she lay against the door.

The Jersey Devil let out a roar of triumph, Damon trying to get hold of the wheel. He was slammed against it, couldn’t move it; tears of pain streamed down his face as he tried to get breath. The monster was reeling back again, ready to strike the sputtering truck; Damon knew deep down that one more hit would be fatal, sending his torso flying through the windshield. It was over…

Crash! His body jerked, he thought the monster had went out and done it. But his eyes saw something different; the truck was crashing through foliage, running through the forest, barely missing tree by stinking tree. A glance back proved that the Jersey Devil was gone, probably knocked out by the crash.

Damon looked over at the others as the truck bounced; Andrea was fiddling with her door, desperate to escape. Sweat ran down her face, mixing with her blood, smearing it across her flesh. Chico held the unconscious Jesse, stared forward at the passing trees, small saplings and underbrush trampled under the roving vehicle.

Damon hit the brakes; tried to stop. He realized with defiant determination that the first lunge into the forest had seared the braking cables; he was toast, definitely toast.

Andrea finally got her door opened, pushed it out, reeled back. A tree tore it from its hinges, letting it fall to the ground behind the grassy wake of the out-of-control machine. She looked back, screamed something; the thick roar of fear blotted it out as if it were no more than a small peep of light in inky darkness. 

She hurled through, disappearing. Chico threw Jesse out, relieved when he saw the body roll across the grass behind the truck, glad it hadn’t been pummeled by the wheels or the truck itself. Looking back at Damon, he said something, took his swing out.

Alone, Damon wrestled with the uncontrollable beast for control. Up ahead were shards of light through the forest; there was a field up ahead. Relieved, he almost let it go, knew there weren’t any trees in the way, he could easily coast to a safe stop in a grassy knoll. But when he saw what it really was, he knew it best to jump and he began worming towards the severed passenger-side.

Peering out, he brought his head in just in time to avoid being decapitated by an innocent pine. Taking a deep breath, he jumped, flying through the air; pain seared as his ankle slashed against the metal hull of the doorway; he crashed into the forest, rolled, came to a stop against a silent oak.

Leaning forward, he saw the truck go over the cliff, waited a few moments… There was an explosion, some flashes of light. He would have been dead, but he was alive. He’d survived.

Getting to his feet, he tested his ankle. It hurt a little, but was fine; nothing that wouldn’t go away. Brushing himself off of dried pines, sticky sap, and one of the ugliest bugs he’d ever seen, he almost jumped at the sound of breaking forest.

Jesse, Chico, and Andrea arrived, all walking and all very alive. Once again, they’d outwitted the monster and gotten out of their own deathtrap. 

Damon sighed, looked over at the teenager. “Think you can take the Jersey Devil on?” he asked. The boy said nothing, vigorously shook his head. Damon said, “I didn’t think so.”

Alex sat atop one of the many wooden crates sprouted all across the room. Her back rested against the cold concrete wall of the old bunker. The man named Bert was a stocky fella with a huge heart – to say the least – and a powerful humanitarian, very outspoken, sometimes annoying. But at least his heart was in the right place, Alex figured.

The bunker was built for the Cold War, when Russia was threatening America with its arsenal of weapons. Nothing had happened, of course, but everyone felt a lot better with a town bunker nearby. In fact, many of the residents had pitched in to build it, when the town had been more like a loving, brotherly village. Most of those residents had either died or moved away, now replaced with newer – and certainly nothing along the lines as better – people. 

Barnabas and Hama had packed up the general store as fast as they could when they’d gotten word of Porter’s ghastly demise. Everything they could gather was thrown in crates and piled into the room, in one corner; the one Alex was sitting on was a regular one, filled with some canned goods. Behind them, against the far wall, was a door leading to another bunker, in case something happened to the one they were in; Porter had demanded it. And it hadn’t saved him a bit.

Up ahead were several creaks and groans as someone – or something – entered the house. Everyone in the room – making the total up to about thirty – perked up and listened, pulse racing. They prayed it wasn’t what they feared. 

The footsteps moved towards the door leading to the bunker, then they stopped. But no one was fooled. The steps downwards were laced with a special carpet that absorbed sound; this fact was proven when the door swung open, young Jesse trotting in like a newly promoted Eagle Scout.

Hama leapt to his feet. “Jesse, why aren’t you out on the road, dang it! If that monster comes roaring by…” But he was cut short as a newcomer stepped into the room, dressed in dirty clothes and reeking of body odor, a mix of sweat, blood, and the high stench of fear.

The man said, “If the monster comes roaring by, Jesse here wouldn’t have a chance.” His voice came with power and authority; Hama almost backed off, but – as the leader – forced himself to snap back.

Hama ordered, “Who the heck are you?”

“The name isn’t important…”

Alex leapt from her crate and bolted across the floor, jumping into Damon’s arms. She hugged him with more force than ever, dry tears trying to find their way out, not making much advancement. “Thank God you’re alive…” she strained. “Thank God! I was so worried when you never came…”

Damon forced himself to hold back tears; if there were any, he was so dehydrated, practically shaking with hunger and thirst. “Things happened, Alex, things that no one could have believed. I barely escaped, with Andrea.”

She looked up into his eyes; he stroked her hair. She managed, “I sent Chico out to get you and he never came back! I thought he’d been…”

“We’re both fine,” Damon said. “He and Andrea are upstairs using the bathroom.”

Alex nodded, tears beginning to stream; she was amazed she was able to control herself. Just like her husband, she had feared the worst for his safety. “I’m so glad you’re alive.”

“Hey, so am I!” he said, trying to get a laugh.

All he got was a wan smile. “Thank God…”

Chico and Andrea bounded down the steps, landing in the bunker. Chico saw Alex and Damon together, was overjoyed that everyone was all right. Andrea stood behind him, slowly absorbing it all in. 

Hama walked up to Chico, said, “Hey, it’s good to see ya again.” He offered a hand, they shook; Andrea walked on past the two duos, towards the back to grab a bite to eat. “For a while there we thought we lost you; almost given up hope. Alex over there, she thought you were all dead.”

“We still may be,” Chico said. “The thing ain’t dead and he’s still mad. In fact, he completely…” He decided not to tell of the crumbling house, didn’t want to get Damon mad or Alex upset. “Let’s just say I know that everyone seems to underestimate the power of that beast.”

Hama laughed. “Oh, I don’t underestimate him! He’s invincible, he is!” His thoughts flashed back to the story of some Army guy shooting a cannon ball right through the monster’s hide; nothing happened.

“No, he’s not.” Those words seemed to catch him by surprise.

“What?”

“Ask me again sometime,” he said as Andrea walked up, handing him a bagged lunch. Hama left, Chico said, “Thanks. These people seem to be a little too optimistic to me. Someone’s gonna get hurt.”

Andrea shrugged. “Their choice.”

“Do you have any idea what we’re going to do now?”

“Naw, that’s Damon’s call.”

“Fearless leader.”

She smiled.

Damon walked up to them, said, “Okay, I’ve got a plan. I was talking to that Jesse kid and he happens to be a computer nerd.” He shrugged at their looks. “I don’t know what else to call him, all right?” More looks. “Look, I talked to him and he says he might be able to hook up something where we can talk with the outside world… a.k.a. Hammonton.”

Andrea beamed. “Thank God! So is he working on it?”

Damon shook his head. “No. We have to go to his home, down in town. I asked him where it was, made sure it wasn’t one we demolished. It wasn’t, so after I eat the two of us are going to be heading on down there to fix it up.”

Chico stepped forward. “Hey, wait a minute, I thought we were a team here! We just can’t let one of us run off on their own like a wild stallion!”

Damon nodded. “Exactly.”

None of them understood.

Damon said, “The monster’s been at it for a long time today, has got to be tired. Andrea, you said that you awoke in a cave, right?” Andrea nodded. “And you saw bones there?” She nodded, not liking the way the whole conversation was going. “So we have to assume that that’s where he lives.” He took a deep breath. “Tonight he’ll sleep. And then we’ll kill him.”

Andrea stood there, stunned. It took her a few moments to have the whole scheme click inside her head. But when it did, she blurted, “Chico and I are going to go in the caverns at night and blow his brains out!”

Everyone turned silent, all eyes turned on the trio. Damon smiled at them all, glared at Andrea. “Yes, that’s what we’re going to do. You, Chico, and Hama will eat, use the restroom, and then leave. In about half an hour.”

Andrea didn’t like the idea one bit. It was suicide.

As everyone returned to their stuff – although Damon believed they were still listening – Damon said, “You’re going to go out and find the entrance, set up some tripod cameras at all the ones you find. You’ll hide in the brush and Barnabas – from this very bunker – will be watching the video feeds. He’ll tell you which entrance the Jersey Devil goes inside and then you’ll follow, finding him and killing him.”

Chico asked, “I thought we were capturing him.”

“No way,” Damon said. “I want this thing killed!”

Andrea sighed, trying to estimate their survival rate. But no matter how much math was involved, it didn’t take Einstein to know that the odds were against them. “So we’re doing this and we have limited time?”

Damon nodded. “Yeah.”

She bit her bottom lip, was silent for a few seconds. Finally she looked up into his eyes and muttered three words that she hoped would bring about destruction on almost 270 years of hell. “Bring it on.”

The pickup truck slid to a halt in front of the house, still intact; a few blasts of flame had licked at the sides, leaving the walls charred, but there had been no inside damage. Jesse led him off the dirt road and up several stone slabs lay crooked against the uneven soil, grass and ferns sprouting out around the edges. A few pine trees dotted the lawn, a husky oak standing tall and proud against the front side of the house, clean from any burns from the two – three, including Porter’s house – violent explosions.

Jesse wrestled his keys through the lock, pushed open the door. Pulling them out, he stepped aside, letting Damon inside. The winds outside were fiercer than ever, the storm was on the brink of erupting. 

As Jesse shut the door, Damon scanned the room: there were several drab, plaid couches, an end table with sports magazines lain atop, a television draped with a dry towel sitting in the corner, the darkness from outside dancing over the blank screen as the storm clouds swirled above.

Turning to the teen, he asked, “Will the rain affect this?”

The teenage shook his head. “Shouldn’t.”

“Good.”

He led him into the kitchen, sat him down, and poured Coke. As Damon drank, he was getting more and more ancy about the oncoming weather. Through the square kitchen window – the base of the glass was lined with a fine layer of dust from being unkempt – the lightning streaks shot through and were seen over a filmy mirror hung over an overfilled wastebasket. If the storm hit, the Jersey Devil might go indoors, making Chico, Hama, and Andrea’s plot futile; or the rain and the thunder would drown the monster’s movements out. Either way, it looked grim.

The boy returned, holding a box. Dropping it on the metallic kitchen table, he began pulling out odd assortments of technical devices, coils, cables, wire, plugs… Damon watched in utter amazement at how the youth was so brilliant with the technology. He’d never seen anything like that.

“You need any help?” Damon asked.

Jesse didn’t look up. “Later.”

Damon didn’t press the issue. Turning back to the window, scraping his chair over the rustic tile floor, he saw a downcast shadow slowly swooping towards them from the far east. Rain “Crap.”

“What?” Jesse asked, looking up.

Damon shook his head. “Rain’s on the way.”

“Don’t worry, it should work.”

That wasn’t what he was worried about.

Andrea loaded up the last of the tripods and cameras, shutting the back of the car, slamming down the trunk. The humidity had dropped like a hammer, pounding against her flesh. Sure, she was refreshed and ready to go, but sweat was pouring off her face; it wasn’t hot – rather cool, actually – but the humidity from the oncoming storm was almost unbearable.

“It’s gonna be a bad one,” Hama said, lowering some binoculars. “I got lots of rain, lots of downpour, lots of storm stuff.”

“Storm stuff?”

“Lightning, thunder, floods, maybe even a tornado or something.” He slid the binoculars down into his belt, looked her in the eyes. “But I wouldn’t worry. A tornado would find hard landing in these mountains.”

“But not floods.”

Hama shrugged.

Chico bounded out of the house, followed by Alex. He carried several water bottles; Alex was carrying a red cooler in her arms, carrying it as if it were air.

Chico opened the back door of the car and threw the bottles inside. Hopping inside, he took the cooler, pushed it over his lap, and sat it down right next to him.

“Take care, Chico,” Alex said.

“Don’t worry, we’ll be fine.” He looked down at his waist, a fresh, shining Ka-Bar knife resting gently against his side. It was larger and in the leather sheath the old one had been in. “I got some weaponry of my own.”

Alex nodded as Chico shut his door. He said something about air conditioning, but she ignored him. Embracing Andrea, she said over her shoulder, “Chico isn’t that bright and may end up causing you all trouble. Watch out.”

Andrea grinned, pulling away. “I’ve been with him for a good many trials all ready and I know I can count on him to put up a good fight.” She remembered when he’d cringed against the desk before their house had fallen – did she know about that? “Well, at least sometimes he can fight.”

Alex grinned, walking towards the house.

Wiping sweat from his brow, Hama said, “Let’s get going.” He opened the driver’s door and hopped in, Andrea right beside him. Their doors slammed in almost perfect synchronization as he turned the engine over.

The rain dropped over the town, pounding on the roof of the shack known as Jesse’s home. In some places it leaked through the roof, splashing in buckets Jesse had laid out only minutes before. Damon sat in the living room, watching television as Jesse worked on his “invention”. 

As the rain droned on, Damon got news of mass telephone outages throughout New Jersey, the reason unknown; but he knew the answer. Porter’s house had seen the end.

The woman also said that television crews were heading across the state, checking into every “nook and cranny” there was to get power lines back up and working. From every small, boondocks village to the largest of large cities, the telephone crews were moving about.

Would they come to Claysburg? Damon wondered. And if they did, would they survive into the town? There were no answers, and he was forced to make them up as he went. The chances of survival were against them, but the war was raging against time as Chico, Hama and Andrea raced towards the Devil’s lair and Jesse worked on a way to establish communication with the “outside world”. Damon just prayed that they would win the race…

Hama parked the car next to a high crest of pines, hopped out. He stared out into the distance, at the great drape of shimmering darkness hunched over Claysburg, steadily moving towards them, nearly a mile away. The rain was coming and it wouldn’t let up; Claysburg was all ready being hit. When would they?

Andrea was at his side, drinking from a water bottle. The humidity was dropping, but it wasn’t gone. She emptied the bottle and hurled it through an open window. Looking at Hama’s profile, she said, “So, how are we going to do this?”

Hama turned from the landscape and answered, “I’ll go right, you and the Mexican – the Argentinean – go left. I all ready got this place mapped out, it’ll be pretty easy for me. You two aren’t as good, better to be teamed up.”

“Good idea,” Andrea said.

Chico popped the trunk, hefted out several cases. There were three for each team. Hama slid one case over his left shoulder, another at his right; he’d come back for the third when the time was ripe. Chico carried two, Andrea one; the woman also carried an assault rifle, the Ka-Bar knife with Chico. Hama slid a pistol into a holster he’d slapped around his belt.

“Almost as if we’re going to war,” Hama joked.

“We just might be,” Andrea said grimly. 

Chico slammed the door, asked, “We leaving the car here?”

“Yeah,” Hama said. “Easier for me to come back that way.”

Chico headed for the forest, wondering how he’d fare carrying all the baggage. He was all ready sweating, and he’d soon be drenched. “Are these cameras waterproof?”

“Of course,” Hama said. “Barnabas will be able to see the feed from the bunker.” He set out towards the right, eventually disappearing into the succumbing forest.

“Well, let’s get moving,” Andrea said, and they started out, moving from the dead-end drive. They stepped over dead logs and pushed through the whipping twigs and dripping sap. Weighted down, they both wondered how long until the rain would be over… and how long it would be till their lives were silenced, cut to a halt.

The rain was loud, thundering over the roof. The holes and cracks leaked streams of muddy water down to the buckets, in some places splashing out to rustic tile or stained carpet. Damon sat in the living room, staring out the window. It was almost pitch black out there, the rain thundering down as if there were no tomorrow. It was frightful, he knew, for it would either mask its movements or head it on up towards Andrea and Chico.

There was the slam of a door, making Damon leap out of his couch. Jesse laughed, setting down an oddly-shaped instrument on the couch cushions. He said over the rain and the twinkling of water splashing into buckets, “This baby’s ready to roll. Hit ON and talk. Everyone tuned in to 760 A.M. Radio Station will here you.”

Damon frowned. “It goes through the radio?”

Jesse nodded. “Is it bad?”

“Is it illegal?”

“Of course it is!” Jesse said. “But if you…”

“No, no,” Damon said. “It’s fine. I just think tha-“ 

The glass window imploded, sending thick, sharp shards through the air. Damon dove to the floor, rolling against the couch; Jesse ran into the other room as the glass showered the floor. 

Rainwater poured into the living room, soaking the furniture and wetting the carpet. The rains stung from the god-sent wind, blasting Damon in the front as he stood, working not to fall over with the powerful wind. He opened his eyes, swore as he closed them; tears streamed through the closed eyelids, the eyeballs stinging with the mighty slap of needle-like rain. 

Outside was a bellow; Damon opened his eyes, shielding them with his eyes; looking down, he saw his drenched body, raindrops pelting the floor, his legs, his waist, the couch. Looking up a little, rain streamed across his hands and dribbled into his mouth; he could see the base of the window, devoid of all glass. 

Looking closer, he could see a dark shape moving towards him, stepping through the window… Damon swirled around, bolted for the kitchen. The Jersey Devil screeched, the wind making it stumble over the couch; it fell, the end of the couch laying atop its leg.

“What was it?” Jesse asked as Damon rushed inside, dripping. Looking closer, one could almost see the teenager’s body shaking. Maybe he regretted ever coming down?

“We got company,” Damon panted, wiping rain from his brow. He ran back to the kitchen door, slammed it shut. There was no lock. “How do we lock it?”

“We can’t, didn’t install a lock,” the boy answered, cursing his own stupidity. He peered out the kitchen window, couldn’t see anything. Running over to the other door, which was no more than a doorway, he flicked on the outside lights; gazing out once more, he saw the trees waving in the majestic wind, the rain sparkling as it whizzed past the mounted light post.

Damon pushed the table and several chairs against the door, knowing it wouldn’t keep the monster out; although it may buy him time. Turning, he scanned the room, trying to figure things out. There was a doorway leading to…

Pointing to the door Jesse had locked, he commanded, “Where’s that door lead to?” Jesse said to the bedrooms, one a guest, one his own, and another turned into a study.

“That’s where we go…” The tables and chairs scraped over the rusting tile, leaving dark lines and scratches. Damon swore as the door bulged, the rancid stench of the monster’s hissing breath dropping over them like a mystic fog.

“It’s going to get through,” Jesse muttered, face white with fear. He backed against the wall, watched as Damon swung open the bottom cabinet beneath a slab of counter. He nearly choked with curses as a huge spider scurried out, across the floor, disappearing in a small, innocent hole in the wall. Gripping the pans, he turned to the boy.

“Get out there now, and move quietly!”

Jesse nodded, quickly undid the lock. Taking a deep breath, he stepped out into the dim hallway. A light from his bedroom was on, sending out shattered rays from the broken light bulb. Turning back, he said, “Where to?”

Damon shrugged. “Anywhere! Just go!”

The boy nodded, disappeared down the hall.

Damon looked towards the shut door. It was still, as if the monster had… The door creaked and groaned with resistance, denial against the beast. A frustrated growl came out as the door cracked; moments later the three-clawed hands snaked inside, scraping at the table and chairs. With a swipe, a chair collapsed to the ground. The door slid open a few more centimeters. 

Staring, Damon could see a piercing red eye behind the door, watery blackness beyond. The drumming of the rain echoed in his ears as he watched, almost connecting with the savage. For a few seconds no one did anything, just sensed each other’s weaknesses, fears, hopes, dreams. For a few moments they latched onto each other like brothers, felt almost a sympathy as they bore into each others’ eyes.

For a few moments.

Damon rushed forward, slamming into the door. The monster screamed, hands smashed and crunched in the door. The holler seemed to gnaw at Damon’s ears as he pulled it back to do it again; the animal withdrew its hands and the door shut.

Pulling back, he pushed the tables and chairs back against it. Running over to the open cabinet, he reached inside and began pulling out the pots and pans, making as much clatter as he could. The animal outside bellowed as the last metal pan hit; Damon was gone, the door to the hallway shut, the sound of the crashing pans having concealed his escape.

Both of them turned at the scream, looked through dry forest. Through the trees and brush, they saw the town drenched in steady, pouring rain. It hadn’t reached them yet but was coming on fast; every now and then a light sprinkle would start up – at one time even a few minute shower – but nothing more. 

Now they stood transfixed, standing in the rolling Pine Barrens, carrying more than they could have dreamed, looking out over the barren town where they’d heard the yell of the Jersey Devil, a sound that would forever haunt their dreams.

“It’s down in the town,” Chico said grimly. “That’s where Damon is.” He let the thought of Damon being slaughtered linger for a few seconds before shoving it out of his mind. He prayed to a God he really didn’t believe in that Damon would be all right, not even scathed.

“Well, it’s down there and not up here,” Andrea said, continuing. “We need to find these entrances before it decides to retire for the night.” She wiped some sweat off her brow, somehow wanting the rain to come; it’d slow them down, yes, but would offer some cool.

So far they’d found groundhog holes, some of them quite large. But none large enough to hold a Jersey Devil. They were rounding around the base of a mountain; the same mountain Andrea had gruesomely escaped from before. They had a radio to contact Hama, but they hadn’t had any confirmation of him finding any…

The radio crackled, Andrea unshouldering her rifle, leaning  it against a tree. Unbuckling the radio, she said, “We hear you, Hama. Found one?”

“A few, have set up the cameras.” His voice was scratchy and sometimes the words were a little hard to decipher. It was the rain, they knew, and the intense magnetic activity encompassing it. When the rain hit, contact would be broken. “Did you hear that roar?”

“Yeah, we heard it,” Andrea said, Chico gazing out over the solemn town. “It’s down in Claysburg somewhere, hopefully not bothering Jesse or Damon at all.” She frowned. “Hopefully it just found a dog-“ She remembered her own dog, which found its death in the Devil’s arms. “Hopefully it’s no more than a rabbit or something.”

Hama said in his scratchy, metallic tone, “Man, if it finds Damon, it could be over for him. Not to mention Jesse! That kid freezes over with fear when stuff like this happens.”

“Don’t worry about Damon,” she said as she hefted up the assault rifle, ready to move before the rain hit; handing the radio to Chico to carry, she hoped the weapon was water-proof or there would be some dire problems. 

“Knowing him,” Chico said, “he’ll be able to get away.”

“I have no idea how we’re going to get out of this one,” Damon said as they were piling chairs, a desk, a couch, a bed, and some other furniture against the door. There were no windows in the room, so at least they wouldn’t be hemmed in. 

“Now what?” Jesse asked, sitting on his twin-sized bed that was shoved against the door, along with several other pieces of his dirty furniture. 

“Heck if I know,” Damon answered, leaning against a wall covered with model posters. The rain drilled on the roof above. “Why did you put your room in a room without windows, can I ask?”

“Don’t like burglars.”

“Ah.”

There was a growl outside, a crash against the door. Jesse leapt off the bed, sprawling over the floor. He got up as the bed slammed against him; a scream of fright came from his mouth. “It’s getting through!”

“I know that!” Damon shouted angrily. “And we’re pinned inside your room!” He searched his mind for a way out, searched for any attempt at salvation. But there were no clues, nothing.

The door bulged again, the wood in the middle splintering from the tension. Jesse flew against the wall next to the man, cold sweat running down his face. The monster bellowed, the furniture slowly moving away from the door as it tried to force its way through.

“Add weight!” Damon leapt forward, pushing against the bed. Jesse joined him; he moved over to the right, Jesse taking the left corner. Together, they heaved and pushed like there was no tomorrow. With their combined strength, the bed didn’t move – not in and – thankfully – not out.

The monster realized it was being counteracted, pushed harder. Beads of sweat ran down their faces; their bodies were growing weak as they grimaced, pressing all their strength against the backboard of the twin-sized bed frame. 

“I can’t hold much longer,” Jesse cringed.

Damon didn’t reply; the same went with him. Pulling away, he reached at his belt, fingered a grenade. He caught Jesse’s eyes, saw him shake his head. 

“We have to,” he said. “It’s life or death now!”  Pulling the pin, he shouted, “Get down behind the bed now!” He hurled the cylindrical grenade, leapt behind the bed; Jesse landed atop of him, rolling over against the wall.

The grenade slammed into the wall, fell amongst scattered college papers that had once been used. With a flash of light, fire, and a roar of flame, the grenade erupted. 

Debris from the wall and some dirt from outside danced over their bodies; rain streaked into the room, pelting them like hailstones. 

Damon wrenched himself up, Jesse at his heels. The one wall was completely gone, leaving flames licking into the air. The other walls were crumbling at the edges, letting up clouds of dust and suffocating smoke. The rain wasn’t able to put the blazing fire out; it would soon engulf the house…

“The radio!” Damon exclaimed as they stumbled past the burning fires. Standing out in the rain, he swirled around to the boy, who was standing in the back yard. “I’m getting the radio; head for the woods and lay down and stay there!”

Jesse almost objected, but a glare shut him up. Turning, he jogged for the forest as the rain soaked his teenage clothes. Damon watched him disappear and took off through the rain, rounding the house; more than a few times he almost slipped and fell in the slippery mud. 

Reaching the front door, he threw it open, holding a grenade at the ready; the inside was clear and he wondered whether or not the Jersey Devil was hiding in the shadows; standing out, rain dribbling over his body, he peered inside, saw nothing moving against the wall. The monster was big, but also seemed to be a genius at times.

Launching inside, he ran through the living room and into the kitchen to get the radio; flames roared up at the ceiling, at the walls, charring them black; the tile curled under the heat, melting away into nonexistence. He didn’t see the radio, wondered with dire curses whether it’d dissolved into nothing more than ashes. But then he remembered.

Rushing back into the living room, which was soaked with rain, he picked up the radio. It was heavier than he thought as he ran over shattered glass to the front door. Throwing it open, he leapt outside and ran towards the forest, running to join the teenager who might have saved their lives with this little invention. 
Chapter Eight

Damon stumbled through the forest, branches and twigs whipping at his body; he slipped, fell to the ground.  “Jesse?” he called. No answer. “Jesse!”

Soaked ferns and fallen pine surrounded him as he got up, retrieving the scattered radio; he prayed it was waterproof. He decided to move on, maybe Jesse was so spooked that he continued on into the forest.  Running on, Damon felt the terrain slope downwards, went with it; he followed a laden path he figured was made by the panicked teenager.

Up ahead was a creek; he came to a stop at the edge, watched the raindrops splashing over the rushing water. Wiping rain from his eyes, he scanned the area, looking for the boy; he was nowhere to be found. 

Turning his eye, he caught a glimpse of light sear into his eyes from something on down the water. Sighing and curious, he headed against the driving rain. The banks were no more than sloshy mud; the algae-covered rocks were hidden beneath the silvery sheet of water racing across the downs. 

About twenty meters away, he realized what it was. Splashing through the water, bottom of his pants no more soaked from the stream than from the powerful rain, he went around the front of the bashed truck and stood next to the driver’s door.

It was Porter’s truck; the fuel tank was busted, as if it were stolen. The back was torn to shreds by something, maybe a bear, and the front had one the driver’s side window smashed, the glass fallen into the river and washed downstream, never to be seen again. The rainwater had reflected off the metal; that was the light he’d seen.

But there was no Jesse.

The rain had finally reached them. It had swooped up the mountain and dropped buckets on them; it cooled them off, but they were forced to wipe water from their eyes, they were laden down with supplies, dead weighted with soaking clothes, and wondering whether Damon had made it out alive or not, if the Jersey Devil had in fact attacked him and that teenage kid. But knowing Damon, they wouldn’t have to worry.

The radios were out, so they couldn’t contact Hama when they found a large cave jutting out of the bare rock of a cliff set against the mountain; the rocks were jagged and slippery from the rain, but they had found one of the caves.

Chico dropped one of his loads, thankful for the loss of weight. He and Andrea began to quickly set it up; soon they had it facing the cavern, the dark, damp inside holding secrets that none would like to know. Chico hacked down some brush with his Ka-Bar knife to make the camera’s view easier to read. There was a self-installed tube placed over the front to make sure no rain slurred against the lens. 

“We found one,” Chico said. “Now what?”

Andrea sighed. “How many more could there be?”

“Who knows?”

“Not I,” Andrea quirked. She dropped her camera load onto the ground, beside the tripod. She unshouldered her rifle, looked over at Chico.

“You want me to carry that camera?” he asked. “I just got finished carrying mine!” But before he could continue with his griping, Andrea shook her head.

“We’re going inside.”

Chico froze for a few seconds. Finally he shook his head. “No, I am not going in there! Sure, it’s dry and everything, but I don’t want to screw around with an oversized horse monster!” He leaned against a tree. “I’m not going…”

A large form exploded from the cave, roaring over, wings flapping. In its claws was an object – something – that they couldn’t distinguish. Both fell to the ground, not wanting to be seen. It rushed over; Andrea got up, watching it disappear into the distance.

Chico followed, brushing off some water-caked leaves. “Well, we know what cave the Devil goes in.” He sighed, admitting it. “Let’s move.” They headed for the rocks heading up the cave; they were going in!

Turning, Damon looked around, wondering where the boy would have gone… There was a crash of leaves and branches above his head. Looking up, he saw a dark object falling towards him, looking as no more than a bleak shadow in the rainy sunset. When he realized what it was, instinct caused him to leap aside, against the truck.

The body smashed against the rocks, half of it laying in the water. Damon almost gagged, almost spewed up what little food he’d eaten in the bunker. Pressing up against the cold, rain-streaked metal of the wounded truck, he looked down at Jesse’s body, the rain drumming over his blood-soaked back. Red fluids drained from his bashed form and ran down the creak, wrapping around the rocks and disappearing in the distance.

Damon muttered, “Oh, God…” He turned away, facing the back of the truck; puddles were forming in the bed, some swarming with dirt and loosened dust. But behind him was a dead teenager. A kid who’d had a bright future, but had had his life ended quickly and mercilessly.

Damon faced the body again, looked down. The face was in the hair, the youthful hair matted against the back of his scalp. There was no breath in him. Swearing, he used a leg to kick him into the water, leaping as he washed downstream.

He didn’t watch the body go. He lurched open the door of the truck and saddled inside, slamming it. He hurled the soaked radio box into the other seat, wanted to give it time to dry out. Leaning back in the seat, the rain drumming above, he tried to figure out what to do, but his mind wouldn’t cooperate. Everything was going crazy, and he felt more and more as though he had little chance of survival .

The cave was dry, barren. Their clothes were drying, they felt more comfortable, not pressed with gear. Chico held out his knife, desperately wishing he, too, was carrying an assault rifle. Andrea led the way, a flashlight she’d connected to the rifle moments before, illuminating their passage.

The light beamed over the curved, rock walls. Both of them felt their hearts pounding as they descended into the monster’s lair. It was a cold, freezing world in the cave; the rain made it colder; the eerie screams echoing off the walls, down into the depths of the caverns sent Goosebumps up their arms. Although they knew the screams were caused by the wind blowing through the caves, they still felt as if it could be theirs in the near future.

Soon they reached a fork in the passageway, when they were at least a 15 yards in. Andrea mouthed, Which way? Chico pointed right; they went, the flashlight beams dancing over the dry, limestone rock walls.

Soon they felt something crunching beneath their feet. Andrea lowered her gun, sending the light to their feet; she gasped, flailing against the wall. At her feet were thousands upon thousands of insects, of all different types, crawling and moving over each other, clinging to her pants, crawling up her shoes; she forced herself not to scream.

“Don’t worry,” Chico said, bending down. “They’re only bugs. Harmless.” Although he wasn’t so sure; more than once he saw a large brown recluse spider flash in and out of the web of nasty critters.

“Where did they come from?” Andrea asked, smashing all the bugs that got under her feet, brushing the ones that crawled up her pant legs back onto the floor, soon to meet their doom.

“I don’t know…” He flipped over the knife, holding the blade. Swooping it into the layer of bugs, he realized that there was something underneath. Flipping it over once more, he stabbed into the rolling carpet of life and dragged the blade across whatever was below. When he pulled it up, something shined in the darkness. “Shine your light on it,” he instructed.

Andrea did.

The light splashed over the blade, revealing deep red stains. Blood. Andrea pressed herself closer to the wall, realizing what it was; Chico leapt to his feet. Moments later he brushed a shoe quickly over the mess, was able to get a glimpse of torn clothes and rotting flesh.

“There’s a body under there,” Chico said, standing. He wanted to get out just as bad as anyone else. “They’re here for the safety of the caves and the free food.”

“You’re morbid.”

He ignored her. “Better move on.”

Both were glad to get away; moving on down the passageway, the crunching of the bugs underfoot vanished and they were on solid ground again. Andrea was willing to bet the body was of that old man taken down by the Jersey Devil. Maybe it’d brought it up, wasn’t fresh enough, left it to rot.

The flashlight soon crashed over a huge spider web. Andrea leapt back, falling to the ground in fright. A hand reached down and helped her up. 

Laughing, Chico said, “Not much for bugs, are you?”

“Heck no,” Andrea said. “Hate them.” As Chico stepped forward to swipe away the web, she added, “With a passion.” She remembered one time when she was just a…

Chico swore as he tried to pull the knife free. It just wouldn’t come loose! He wrestled with it, Andrea watching; soon his right arm was caught in the mesh. Trying to rip that one free, he entangled himself in the twisting rot of silk.

“Crap,” he muttered. “Hate to break it to you, Andrea, but this is one huge spider!” He struggled for a few seconds, just got more glued to the web. It was like Quicksand: the more you struggled, the faster you sank. And you always died in the end. “Try to get me free of this, for crying out loud!”

Andrea raised her rifle, pulled the trigger; bursts of bullets echoed, piercing the thick strands. A few more dozers and Chico was free, the remains still stuck to his back and limbs. 

“Thanks,” he said. “Big spider.”

“But where’s the spider?” Andrea asked grimly.

Chico shrugged. “Who cares? Not here. Come on.” He stepped through the web, began moving. When he noticed the light wasn’t moving with him, he turned, glared at Andrea through the shattered web. “Are you coming or not?”

Andrea opened her mouth to say something, but nothing came out. Her face was white, reflected from the flashlight, as if fear was her embodiment. 

“Andrea, standing…” Something pierced his right calf, chewing right through his flesh, past his bone, right out the other side. He opened his mouth to scream; he was silent. Falling to the ground, he felt hot breath against his back, something moving behind him.

He heard Andrea scream, heard the crash of the rifle, the light boring into his eyes. Her screams disappeared, her along with them, as she ran out of the passageway.

Illuminated by the light, the caverns were alive with movement. Chico tried to stand, but the hot breath against his flesh and the piercing sting in his leg sent him down; the pain was so intense that all he could do was lay there, weak as a stupid fool.

There was a deep roar behind him; a jerk, and he was flopped onto his back. Staring upwards, he saw the horse head of the Jersey Devil glaring back at him. The mouth opened to roar, teeth glinting in the light from the flashlight beam. 

The monster had one of its talons sticking through his leg; the other was placed on the dirt floor. Chico struggled, was sent down with the pain. The animal roared, the bellow echoing through the depths of his skull. 

There was a faint sound drifting towards him from the depths, as if wafting up like a surging army. Through the pain, he tried to hear what it was: it sounded like a million pins sprinting across the dirt floor of the caverns.

It wasn’t long before he realized what it was.

Millions of insects.

Andrea stumbled out of the cave, the light from the raging storm almost blinding her. Stumbling, she lost her foot on the shiny mouth of the cave and fell; she rolled over the rough rock before she careened off the top, slamming into wet, broken pine needles and the dewy fronds of forest ferns.

Wrenching to her feet, she brushed herself off and tried to make a plan. She couldn’t get the shame from her mind; she’d deserted a friend in panic, left him for dead. She remembered hearing his dying screams as she stumbled through the passages. The Jersey Devil had went in behind them, from another entryway. If she would have listened to Hama and not gone in until after the Jersey Devil…

And she was without weaponry. In her flight, she’d dropped her rifle, along with the flashlight. Unarmed, she was prey enough for any predator, big or small. Chico was probably dead, she knew, and she would be, too, if she didn’t make up a plan of escape.

It wasn’t long before she remembered the car. She’d go there, get in, wait for Hama. He’d show, and if he didn’t, she’d sleep there through the night – if she could even fall to sleep – and if he wasn’t there in the morning, well, she’d just leave. If he didn’t arrive, it would mean he was dead. And if he wasn’t, it wasn’t a terribly long walk back down to the town.

Setting off through the drenching rain, rolling thunder, and etching lightning, she couldn’t help hearing Chico’s last words. They weren’t words, really, she thought. But they meant something. 

His last words were screams. And they meant pain.

Hama pushed through the wet tangle of ferns and entwining branches as he moved down the hillside, working his mind to figure out where the car was. With all the cameras in place, sitting atop their tripods, he’d decided to move down to the car and wait on the others. But he just couldn’t orientate himself! Everything looked the same, from the towering trees to the outbursts of ferns and weeds straddled out over the forest floor.

Pistol held firmly in hand, he used the back of his palm to swipe away some more stinging branches, peering through the rain-drenched forest, trying to find the car. On up ahead the area sloped out, went level. That would be his best chance; he’d parked the car on level ground.

It didn’t take him long to reach the bottom. Standing on the flat earth, he turned and scanned the area. With the rising land behind him, the ground went flat to the east and west, downhill to the south. Which basically meant that he was on a small ledge. But, heck, who knew? Maybe it evened off on farther down the road…

“Screw it,” he muttered, heading for the sloping forest. He had two choices – one always had choices – and they were to find the car or to find the town. He’d go with whatever came first; the town was south – as, he hoped, was also the car – and so he went that aways. 

A few moments later as he gauged each step on the muddy, treacherous hill, there was a crash of branches. Turning his head, he saw something big and black rushing at him from a tangle of trees choked by swirling vines. Before he could bring his gun around to fire, it slammed into his body; something hot flashed across his side; he dropped the gun, heard it crash in the wetted pine needles. 

Losing his balance, he fell face-forward, crashing into the brush. His body rolled down the hill, rushing over rocks and smashing ferns; his legs hit a tree, flashing with dull pain as he kept on going.

Hama reached out with hands to grab onto something, rolled on top of them, felt one of his fingers shout in pain; he tried to cradle it, but he lay atop of it again… He realized that he wouldn’t be able to…

Whumph! A choked gasp escaped his throat as he slammed against a tree, almost going black. Pain ripped over his body; his head pounded as raindrops sprinkled around him, the sunlight from the setting dusk barely peeking through the tips of the trees. It was as if it were all a dream…

And then it came again. Like a dark shadow, it slowly descended the hill, an obese form with peaked sides, red, glaring eyes piercing the oncoming darkness. Hama saw it, watched it, in awe and in sheer horror.

It stopped five feet away, glistening as the silver rain dabbled over its body. Hama could make out clawed feet, folded wings, a hide chest, an evil horse-head with blaring eyes and gnarled teeth. Nothing to joke around about.

The animal bent down, lowering to Hama’s height. Hama swore, looking into its eyes; the beast raised a clawed hand, he could see dried blood twinkling in the dappled light flowing through from the canopy of leaves above. The animal opened its mouth as if to roar, closed it, thinking better of it.

The claw hovered in the air, as if judging the chances. Hama turned his head, looked at the gruesome talons. They were razor-sharp and extremely deadly. His muscles tensed even more as they flexed, moving through the darkness.

They swished down at him, catching him at the base of the neck. He couldn’t react, and the beast began to feast. 

Andrea reached the car, which was sitting against a line of trees. She opened the driver’s door, plunged inside. Slamming it, she leaned on the seat, breathing in shallow gasps. Her soaked body dripped water; her face dripped sweat. She’d ran the whole way, had run like a banshee on the hunt, closing in on her prey. Except, she knew, that she was the prey.

A few minutes passed and she was feeling better. The steady droning of rain on the roof of the car and the occasional flashes of lightning and rumbles of thunder comforted her, made her think of days lost. 

Days when she was a math teacher teaching Seniors how to do advanced algebra and calculus; when she was no more than a dreamer. But now she was sitting in a car, dripping with sweat and rain, running for her life from a predator that had – for over 270 years – eluded mankind.

Sitting in the car, she balled her fists, thinking back to Chico. She remembered their first encounter at the farmhouse, in the morning, when everything was so peaceful and quiet, thinking their hunt would be an “adventure”. 

She was wrong about that, and was wrong about Chico. She’d seen the Argentinean as no more than a pet for Damon, someone who had no life and no respect for himself, someone whose only goal was to blend in and be a Pablo’s dog for his owner. But Chico was a powerful man built with military instincts; he was easily frightened, but was smart. He might not have had the brightest of ideas, but he could fight like a wild stallion. She’d been wrong about him, and now he was gone, no more than a memory of the past, a dream faded into the distance.

Damon was a good man, too, always looking out for everyone. He was good at strategy and extremely cautious; he – like Chico – could fight till the death. He never gave up, never surrendered. He always won, whether the outcomes seemed against him. He could have abandoned them, but he did not. More than once she’d seemed like deadweight, no more than a fly around his neck, something to swat at and be better off without. And even with that, Damon hadn’t dropped her. He’d yelled at her plenty of times, called her a fool, and was easily snapped into anger. He was very rational, but also very ill-tempered. But man, she thought, a smile etching over her face, he could fight! 

And she hoped that he had, instead of giving in; somehow she knew that the roar she’d heard earlier was from Damon being attacked, and later she saw something in the monster’s talons. Without a doubt she realized what it was. It was Damon’s body, to be devoured by the insects.

His wife, Alex, had tried to steer clear of everything, and at the very moment was cooped up safely in a bunker, away from the perils and hazards of the Pine Barrens. She seemed to be a very emotional, frightened, and quiet woman; not much would make her go off like a bullet, but she easily got to crying and overflowed with joy just as easy. Emotional, yes; raging, no.

But how am I? She wondered. Where do I fit in? She’d always seen herself as reckless and not too cautious. She never really had the best of ideas, and got into trouble a lot – Lord knew she’d nearly gotten everyone killed several times, and Chico was all ready dead because of her actions. Was it fair for her to come out alive and them not? As far as she knew, Damon was dead, as was Chico, and she was the only one left. She’d nearly gotten them killed with her stupidity when they were cautious and strategic, saving her many times. But because of her actions, Chico lay dead and the Damon was at the hands – or feet – of a monster warrior that seemed invincible to human eyes…

Her train of thought was interrupted as something flashed in front of the car. At first she thought it was no more than a deer or rabbit – maybe even Hama – but when she saw no one or anything, her heart began to race.

Leaning forward, she peered through the darkness, trying to find whatever it was that passed in front of the car. Swallowing, she reached down, looked for the keys. They rested safely in the ignition, ready to be twisted. With a surge of adrenaline, she twisted them, felt the assuring roar of the engine kick to life as she revved the baby up.

Looking forward again, she expected to see rain. But she froze, staring into the eyes of the Jersey Devil; it was hunched over the hood, glaring at her, rain streaking its face. Andrea didn’t move, let the engine run. Maybe she could accelerate, break, let it fall to the ground, and run over…

The monster slowly got off the hood and turned back to the forest, as if not wanting to mess with her. She watched it disappear through the driving rain. What had happened? Why had it gone? Had it not seen her? Impossible! She’d looked it right in the eyes!

But the road was clear.

She revved the engine even more, hit the gas. The tires spun, seeking traction; they found their target and the vehicle lurched forward, mud now flying into the air in clumps. Andrea did a U-turn and carefully headed down the country road, wondering whether to go to the town or the bunker. 

What’s a girl to do, what’s a girl to do?

Damon stumbled up the soaked forest, staggering out onto the muddied road. The smoke from the two explosions was gray and almost completely gone; only a few fires burned beneath the rubble. For the one house that had been owned by Jesse, it was still ablaze, the rain unable to snuff the flames and the curling, black smoke.

Damon headed around the burning building, reached the truck. It set dark against the forest, silent and foreboding. The vision of Jesse falling through the trees haunted him; the Devil was ruthless and uncaring. 

He opened the door and was about to get inside when he heard something land behind him, the sound of splashing mud echoing throughout his ears. His fear caught on and he accidentally shut the door, a reflex of fright. He reached for it, but the incandescent roar came once more. At first he did nothing; a deep throated growl caressed the falling sun, which was already sinking in the west, hidden behind the black storm. 

Lightning flashed, thunder rumbled. The rain patted over his body as he stood there, not daring to move; his shoes and pants were caked with grimy mud as he slowly turned to look, praying to God that it wasn’t what he thought it was.

Out of the corner of his eye, halfway around, he froze. He saw it. The Jersey Devil was twenty meters away, looking on like a dark embodiment of evil. It’s muscles flexed in the falling rain; it growled again, precariously moving to the left.

No sooner had it moved that it reached Damon’s eyesight. They looked at each other for several moments, wondering what would happen. A cold sweat broke out over Damon’s body, mixing with the freezing, drenching rain. He swallowed, shaking at the driving fear of the massive animal attacking without mercy. Rancid fear of the animal ending all he’d worked for, all his advancement on this dangerous game… It could all end in a heartbeat; everything would swell up and burst like a ripe balloon over the massive Pacific.

The animal stepped forward, advancing; Damon stepped back against the rain-smeared truck, groping with one hand for the handle behind his back. He could get away, he knew, if he could find the door handle! 

But the animal stopped, watching; Damon went still for a moment, wondering what was going on… The animal bellowed, a frightful scream filling the air, rolling over the rain-soaked Pine Barrens. The animal leapt into the air, as if to attack the man, but its wings flapped and it took off into the night, ignoring the man as it flew on into the rain, disappearing somewhere over the Pine Barrens. 

Damon stood there, at the door, wondering what had happened. Had it not seen him? Impossible! They’d locked eyes! Was it not hungry? He doubted it; it seemed to killed for pleasure, not for food. Did it ignore him because it was tired? Maybe.

But who cares, I’m still alive? He asked himself. Swinging around, he opened the grimy door and leapt inside the truck, slamming the side door. Tuning up the engine, he hit reverse and slowly pulled away from the home, mud caking the wheels, the burning house flickering over the windshield, dancing over the seats.

Alex sat on the couch with Mark, the man who owned the Claysburg gas station that set against the road leading out. Along with them were several other men, mostly of Mexican origin. Barnabas sat next to a computer, slowly clicking through screens showing the cameras.

“I still don’t believe it,” Barnabas muttered, watching one of the screens. It was small, yes, due to the rain protection tube slid over the front, and it was a little hard to see the cave entrance because of the rain, but it hadn’t been too hard to see the Argentinean and the woman named Andrea go in together. And then, not long after, the woman had come out, mouth opened as if she was screaming; there wasn’t any sound, so they all had to guess she was screaming. “I still can’t believe it.”

“It must have went inside,” Sara, Jesse’s girlfriend, said. “It must have got into the caves before us, and those two must have ran into it.” She shuddered at the thought; she hadn’t seen the monster, but the stories told by the trio and by what Alex had seen scared her enough.

“If they would have followed directions and not gone inside, they’d be fine right now!” Mark said. “And I wonder where that woman went? Wouldn’t she be coming back with the car?”

“Not if she didn’t make it,” Sara grumbled.

“Come on, lets think positive!” Mark commented.

Alex stated, “She has a point. She’s in Jersey Devil territory and I’ll bet that the monster knew she was leaving. After…” She didn’t want to say that it had eaten Chico. “After she left, it probably followed.”

“We haven’t seen it leave yet!” Mark said.

“It might have left through another entrance.”

“Barnabas has been watching the screen! We would’ve known!”

Barnabas said, “Sure, I’m watching them, but I can’t watch them all at the same time. It must have escaped – if, in fact, it did – when I was viewing another screen.”

“That’s a bummer,” Sara said.

“So it could be here?” Mark asked. “Outside?”

“Naw, it probably would have did that Andrea woman instead,” someone spoke up.

“Unless it followed her,” Mark said.

“It ain’t that smart,” Sara mumbled.

“Oh, believe me,” Alex muttered. “It is.”

The door crashed down, a dust cloud sweeping over the room. Everyone turned their attention; a man scream, his form seen in the dust. Everyone leapt to their feet, but the man was hurled from the cloud, rolling over the ground; one leg was gone, left by a bloody stump. He screamed and screamed, everyone backing off to the far wall.

The Devil stepped from the carnage, bellowed; men and women screamed, throwing themselves against the back wall, trying to survive. Mark gripped a pistol in his belt, wrapped his right hand around it. 

The Devil moved closer, large tail swinging out behind it. When it saw the computer, it screamed in rage and – with a swipe of its claw – sent it to the ground in a shower of sparks and black smoke. Turning back to the people spread out against the wall, it began to move closer.

Mark leapt forward, firing his weapon at the monster. His bullets pierced the hide; the monster screamed in agony, leapt towards the man to stop him. Mark fell to the ground with a head butt from the creature; teeth around his neck and a violent rip left his body limp.

Barnabas swore. Looking over at the terrified Alex, he mouthed, Now what! Alex shook her head; she didn’t know. It was then that Barnabas remembered:

The door!

He swung around, pressed up against the wall. He peered through the crowd of bodies, saw the door. It was all ready open, people pouring inside. He hollered, “Everyone into the other bunker now!”

The people understood. They began pushing and shoving into the doorway, crowding the hallway leading to the other bunker. Alex wasn’t able to make it quick enough. There were too many people! Behind her, a man screamed as he was pulled off the ground, shaken to death, fallen against the cold concrete.

The door slammed shut in front of Alex as she reached the entrance. Barnabas stood there also, eyes and mouth open, gaping in fear, face white as cool ash. The Jersey Devil stood in the middle of the room, hissing, growling, breathing sulfur. 

Alex fiddled with the door lock; it wouldn’t open, it’d been locked from the inside. She looked over towards Barnabas; he was quickly moving to the other side of the room, trying to get several wooden crates between him and the monster.

Alex swore, left the door, followed the man. They stood behind a row of about five boxes, stacked two on top of each other, so they could scan off the rim of the crates. The Jersey Devil watched them, as if studying them, waiting for them to make the final move.

“Dang fools shouldn’t have left us out here to rot,” Barnabas whispered. “Now we’re toast.” And that was the truth. They were stuck in a room with a guarded exit. The monster could easily crash through the crates and get them. There was nowhere to go, nowhere to hide. They were indefinitely cornered.

Alex muttered, “Why isn’t he attacking?”

Barnabas shook his head.

The Jersey Devil roared, began stepping closer to their hideout. It wasn’t going to go around. No, it was going to charge them, right through the wooden crates.

As it approached, Barnabas tensed his muscles.  “I’ll get its attention and distract it, you make a run for it. Get out of here, my truck is outside.” He quickly shoved a hand into his jeans pocket, searching for the keys.

Alex hissed, “No way you’re going out there! It’ll kill you!”

“I know, but you can make it.” He pulled out the keys in his right hand, gripped her palm in the other, shoved them into her hands. The animal hit the crates, clawing at them to get through; it wouldn’t go around, wouldn’t give them a way to escape. 

Alex shoved them back towards him. “No, let me go.”

“No time for heroics, this thing is dangerous.”

“Let me go,” Alex ordered.

Barnabas shook his head. “Alex…”

“Let me go!” Her voice trailed out over the crates, hit the Jersey Devil like a brick, made it stumble back a little in surprise. It shook its head, crashed the first of three crates to the floor. Its arms were working faster now, harder; it’d be in soon.

He said, “I have no family left, you’ve got Damon and your whole life ahead of you.”

The mention of her husband caught her off guard. For years they’d known each other, and now she was trialed by the decision. They loved each other deeply, she knew. They were just perfect for each other and no one would take that away, not even that Andrea woman. Why would she kill herself and leave Damon alone in the world?

The monster got past the second, the third crate, wood flying into the air, dust rising in clouds, contents spilling out over the floor. Food mostly, some bottled water. Splinters were heaved away as the giant claws slashed through the boxes; the monster was only several feet away, hissing breath reaching them.

“Fine,” Alex said, bolting. She ran around the boxes, careening for the door to the top of the house. She heard the Devil behind her, felt fear grip her heart; it wasn’t a long run but the Jersey Devil was much faster.

The Jersey Devil roared, staggered past the last crate; a swipe of its claw ripped out Barnabas’ stomach, sent him to the ground. He lay still, bleeding. The Devil roared and turned to hunt down the woman, running full out towards the escaping prey. 

Not even seconds passed before a sting invaded her back, hurling her to the floor. She screamed, flailing over the cold concrete; the keys skidded away, coming to a rest against the door leading to safety.

Alex winced in pain, felt a burning line down her back. Time seemed to pass in slow motion as the monster approached upon its fallen victim, hours seemed to pass as her end drew near. A hot fluid stuck to her back and she knew what it was. She tried to move her legs, they wouldn’t cooperate. She was paralyzed. She was doomed.

The Jersey Devil hunched over her, glaring into the woman’s steady gaze. Alex took several deep breaths, summoning courage. She hissed, “My husband…” She choked for air, she was going fast. “…Is going to kill you.”

Alex’s time had passed.

Andrea’s car thundered down the road, headlights spreading light over the falling rain. The mud stuck to her wheels, cluttered her brakes; she didn’t stop, took the curves wildly. Her arms and legs shook with fear; she’d seen something she wouldn’t ever forget. 

She’d thought she’d seen Chico, as pale as the night, almost a ghost, standing out in the rain. And then she’d passed through the figure; when she’d looked back, the man was gone.

The car took a sharp curve, spraying mud into the forest. Lightning flashed, thunder boomed across the Pine Barrens. Andrea peered forward, almost crying. Up ahead was a bridge leading onto the road that led straight to Bert’s and on to town. She’d hit Bert’s, get help, get a few guys rounded up, and they’d all go into Hammonton to get help from the authorities. Sounded like a good plan.

As she bounced onto the concrete bridge, two other beads of light pierced the darkness. She hit the brakes, thinking they were another wicked monster; she gasped when a truck zoomed over the bridge, racing past her, spraying her car with rooted mud that had been spread over the bridge.

She threw open her car door, leapt into the rain. The truck was gone, disappeared as soon as it had arrived. She swallowed, thunder gently rumbling far above her head, the rain spiraling down to the ground from the heavens. Choking down a cry of desperation, she forced herself to wait to see if the truck came back. If not, she’d head on; wasn’t good to stay entrenched in Monster Territory. 

Her reluctance was rewarded as the truck beams came again; she figured the truck had done a U-turn somewhere up ahead. It wasn’t seconds before it rolled to a stop behind her, the driver’s door opening, the driver hopping out.

When she saw who it was, she was overjoyed. “Damon!” He ran around the truck to greet her; they embraced, the rain falling in calm sheets all around them. Below, beneath the bridge, the river roared like a mighty lion.

“I thought you’d died!” she said, lugging away. “I heard the Jersey Devil roar, thought it was you being killed! I didn’t admit it, but when it didn’t come again…”

“No, I’m fine,” Damon said, relieved. “Where’s Chico?”

Andrea’s heart skipped a beat and she began to sob. Standing in the rain, her downcast shadow dropped over Damon like a rock; he knew. As he turned to face his truck, she said, “I’m sorry.”

Damon said nothing, laying his hands on the warm, wet steel of the truck’s hood. When she opened her mouth to say something, he said, “I shouldn’t have come. All I’ve brought is disaster. Jesse is dead, Chico is dead…” He paused. “Where’s Hama?”

Andrea bowed her head.

“Dang it,” he muttered. He licked his rained-upon lips, searched for the right words as the water meshed his hair against his scalp. “Chico was a good man, never would have hurt a fly. He was a relatively new friend.”

“I thought he’d been working with you for awhile.”

Damon nodded, sighed. “He had been. I despised him and treated him like scum, believe it or not.” He breathed deeply, sorrow clutching at his heart, gripping to his every vein, tightening the arctic clamp around his soul. “I was truly a horrible person back then. But I’ve changed.”

“I’ll miss Chico,” she said, tear swelling in her eyes.

“As will I.” He didn’t move. “But we can’t worry now. We still have to destroy the monster.” He turned, faced her. “Chico was with us, and I know – having known him – that he would want us to continue. And so we will.”

Andrea nodded. The cameras were all ready set up and everyone in the bunker was watching them. They would be able to communicate later when the rain let up. Standing in the rain, Andrea said, “I saw the Jersey Devil not ten minutes ago; but it left me alone, as if reluctant to attack.”

Damon paused, turning from the truck. He looked deep into her eyes, as if scouring her soul. “You saw the Jersey Devil and it didn’t attack you?”

Andrea nodded. “Yeah, it was strange. Weird.”

“I saw it, too,” Damon said, letting the words sink in. Andrea seemed to be shocked at those words, staring at the ground in amazement, wonder, and deep questioning: why? “And it left me alone as well. I could have easily been its lunch, but it left me alone.” 

Andrea looked up. “When was this?”

“Maybe ten minutes ago.”

“No, it was up here ten minutes ago.”

“I swear by God’s almighty hand it was down in the…” He stopped, swearing under his breath. “We got a knife stuck in one, remember? We never saw the knife again.”

“So?”

“So we saw a different Jersey Devil.”

Andrea took a deep breath, absorbing the information. “So there’s two of them?” she asked, as if not wanting to believe it. This made things much harder. “Shoot. Now what?”

“We gotta kill two, is what,” Damon answered.

“They all ready got Chico, possibly Hama, and Jesse.”

“It all fits in,” Damon said.

“What?”

“Everything!” he exclaimed. “The major deaths, the large amount of lost cattle, dogs, cats, chickens, whatever! The fact that they’ve been so vicious and why they’ve left us alone!”

Andrea didn’t understand. “How? I don’t – Behind you!”

Damon swung around, drawing his custom-made pistol. He held it in the air as the shrieking Jersey Devil raced after them, wings hovering in the air, legs pounding against the ground, arms outstretched, jaws open and bloodthirsty.

The shout of a bullet filled the air as Damon squeezed the trigger. Blood exploded from the monster’s mouth as the bullet rammed into the back of its throat; it slid through the mud, flailing, before it collapsed onto the ground, shook once, and was still.  Damon walked slowly, carefully towards the beast.  He leaned over its head and emptied his revolver into the beast’s head. 

Damon lowered the weapon.

“Holy crap!” Andrea said, at his side. She stared in disbelief at the bloody carcass. One minute it had been a ravaging beast; now it was no more than a bloody hump of flesh. Looking into the man’s eyes, she asked, “How come you never did that before?”

“I was ticked this time,” he answered gravely, holstering the pistol.

“You weren’t ticked ever before?”

“I was mildly mad,” he answered, heading for the truck.

“I’d hate to see you enraged,” she answered, following him.

He opened his door and hopped inside, rainwater drooling over the seat cushions. He slammed it as the woman got in next to him. She picked up the radio as she sat down, looked at it. “What the heck is this?”

“Jesse’s epitaph,” Damon answered, revving the engine. “We’ve got to get to those caves and see if we can’t kill the other one. If my instincts are right and I’ve pieced all this together, we’ll be having some major problems.”

“Like what?” Andrea asked, placing the radio in her lap.

Damon began backing out, avoiding getting stuck on the dead Jersey Devil. “I’ll explain it to you on our way to the mountain.” He backed to the back of the bridge, hit the gas, did a U-turn, and sped up the curving road. 

Chapter Nine

“Now tell me how it all fits together.” The rain still came down, the windshield wipers working furiously to get through the battlefield of raindrops. Andrea had one hand gripping the support latch above the door, the other wrapped around the radio Damon had had sitting in the truck when she’d gotten inside. “Cause I don’t see any resemblance.”

“Look, I did a little research before Alex and I moved out here,” Damon said, taking a wild curve, the wheels grinding down into the deep mud. “The sightings of the Jersey Devil are divided into three classes, or three time periods. Pre-1909; January 16-23, 1909; and post-1909. It first began being sighted before 1909 and research has it that before the Civil War it was seen, and a group of soldiers went out to kill it. They were never seen again. And in January, there were thousands of sighting before it vanished, seen once or twice, here and there.”

“What’re you getting at?”

“Hold on,” Damon said, driving, gripping the wheel. “What we have now is one of the most violent sightings of all time. We killed one of them, and we’re assuming there’s another left. Now, right before something major happens, these guys show up. Pure coincidence? Maybe. Or possibly it’s something in their senses, like danger or foreboding, that gets them out of their cavern hideouts. But the fact is, they came again and it basically means something big is going to have.”

Andrea sighed. “I don’t see where you’re going with this.”

Damon shook his head. “Could you please stop interrupting me? Maybe if you listened you’d understand, all right?” She nodded, waiting.

Damon continued, “We came down here because of a mass killing in Claysburg, right? The Jersey Devil came back and slaughtered all those people. But it didn’t eat them, right? Why not?”

“It ate the other…”

“Why not?”

Andrea shrugged. “I dunno.”
“Because it was in a rush to get food and it chose something nasty. And then what happens? Everyone’s animals start keeling over dead. Some were left alone, but Barnabas said earlier today that most of them had the best of their stock taken. The worst, the leanest, the weakest were left to rot. So it found something good and ate it.”

“Yes.”

“And then it disappeared for awhile.”

“Yeah…”

“So it disappeared, I’m going to assume it went up to its little rocky home. It stayed there before getting that bartender guy named… What’s his name again?”

“The Chinese guy? Wu.”

“Wu was eaten, as was Jesse and Porter was almost.”

“So?”

Damon sighed. “It took the others to its lair, ate some of Wu, and left others to rot. Wu was taken cause he was desperate; the others were left, cause they weren’t good enough.”

“Good enough for what?”

Damon didn’t answer her question as he almost fishtailed into the trees. Gaining control once more, he said, “And they’ve been really aggressive lately, right? And now we have both experienced them simply walking away from us? What’s up with that?”

Andrea shrugged.

“Here’s my theory: The Jersey Devils don’t need to eat much, cause their bodies don’t require lots of food. They may get their nutrients from that lake or something in the healing, but I don’t know. Anyways, its gotten lots of food in the past and took care of all of Claysburg’s animals just a few days ago. It was stockpiling for food it desperately needed. It’s aggressiveness is natural in such situations, wanting to protect the home and all. And the peace-loving attitude would fit right on in with not wanting to get killed before the big day.”

“Are you saying what I think you’re saying?” Andrea asked grimly.

Damon nodded. “They’re hatching.”

The rain was slacking as they crawled up the slippery rocks to the mouth of the cave. Andrea reached the top first, helped Damon up. Once Damon was up, they began hefting up a large bag from the truck; on his way to the bridge he’d stopped at home and got some weaponry from the storage barn.

Setting down the bag, Andrea pulled out an M4 MasterKey. It brandished a regular automatic and semi-automatic shooting power, along with a three-round burst and a built-in shotgun. She clipped three grenades to her belt and took a .45 Heckler & Koch pistol. Damon forced her to take two satchel charges with detonators, hooked at her waist.

“I’m weighed down,” she complained, holding the rifle. It was surprisingly lightweight, and she decided to say nothing as Damon packed his own Heckler and Koch pistol, a grenade, three claymores, and a large LAW (Light Anti-tank Weapon) with three rockets. 

“Not as much as me,” Damon said, the weight from the rocket launcher pressing down on his shoulder and against his chest. He thought about just dropping it, decided that was a stupid plan, thought up another. “Wanna carry the LAW?”

“No thanks,” she muttered, “I’m suffering enough. This gun and these grenade things are bad enough.”

Damon smiled, zipping the bag carrying the rest of the weaponry and leaning it against the inside wall of the cave, away from the wet sprinkles of the pouring rain.

“Let’s go.” They left the bag there, holding an extra rifle and some more explosives, not to mention ammo. As they walked, Damon appeared with several ammo packs and handed them to her. As he lifted his arm, she saw a small tank of gasoline hooked along his side; he also latched the homemade radio to his western-style leather belt.

“What’s that for?” she asked as they walked, illuminating their path with the flashlight. 

“I have an idea, don’t know if it’ll work. Hopefully it will.”

“What is it?”

“Wait and see.”

Andrea tensed up as it got steadily darker. Their clothes were sticking to their warm bodies in the cool, damp atmosphere. Her light beamed over the walls, revealing the grimy limestone, some spots caked with furry moss and slimy algae. She remembered the insects, the cobweb. 

The place where Chico had been murdered.

A faint scream bounced over the walls towards them, almost inaudible. They stopped, hesitating in the dark tunnel running through the mountain. Andrea looked over to Damon, who had a grim face. He didn’t catch her gaze, stared straight forward. He waved his hand through the air, ushering to keep going. Swallowing, she obeyed.

It wasn’t long before they reached the insects’ lair. But most of the insects were gone. A few scurried around pearly-white bones of the scavenged old man. The skull was open in a scream, a centipede crawling around the teeth. A single maggot lay nested in the open socket of the right eye.

“I think we’re getting somewhere,” Damon muttered with a wan smile. She cursed him, looking down at the bones. Up ahead was the jittering of a million insects; Andrea wondered whether they’d moved to Chico’s carcass. The dire thought itself sent chills up her spine.

“What’s that?” Damon asked, not knowing about the hoards of bugs that had swarmed with the decaying bodies, eating them in mere hours. Wind from the mouth of the cave whistled past, made a noise that sounded like a hollow scream; both wondered what it was, wondered if it’d caused the scream they’d heard earlier. But, no, they both knew the truth: the scream had come from a human. Somewhere up ahead. 

“That was just the wind,” Andrea answered, longing to believe it were so. It was probably the wind, yes, but it could be something else, something more. A spirit, a ghost. A ghost trying to warn them. Chico…

“That sound like a million legs scraping over the ground?” Damon asked. The sound was coming back with the loss of the wind. He strained his ears, saw Andrea tense up when it hit her own ears. “That sound,” he said. “What is it?”

“Bugs,” Andrea answered, her voice echoing over the cavern walls. “When Chico and I came in here, they were feasting on him.” She pointed to the skeleton sprawled over the dirt floor of the channel; the centipede was moving along the inside curl of the spinal column, which was bent at a grotesque angle.

“Where are they now?”

Andrea frowned.

Damon shook his head in disgust. “Well, staying here isn’t helping. If I’m correct, we’re running low on time.” They started out once more, moving away from the dead man, his form disappearing in the darkness of the caves.

It wasn’t long before they reached the large cobweb. Damon reached forward to feel it, see if it was silk; Andrea caught his arm, shook her head. “Don’t touch it,” she said. “Chico did and he was eaten by… something.”

Damon nodded, wondered how freaked out Chico would have been. Just staring at the white silk webbing sent utter chills through his body. 

He gingerly stepped through the hole cut earlier in the day, thankful the tip of the LAW, which was strapped across his chest, didn’t get caught. Standing on the other side, he turned, facing the back of the ominous caverns. 

Andrea’s face was like an eerie silhouette, the light of the flashlight barely touching her body. She wore a mask of fright, was almost lost in a trance. Almost as if…

“Oh, God, don’t tell me…” he muttered.

“No,” Andrea said, seeming a little stoned. “It’s just that you’re standing where Chico stood only about one and a half hours ago. You’re standing where he was standing before he was killed.”

Damon swallowed, dwelling on that thought. During this adventure Damon had made amends with Chico, it was as if he’d lost a part of himself. So much could change in so short a time… 

“It’s all right,” he said. “Come on through.”

Andrea nodded, stepped through. Safe from the binding of the web, they continued, Andrea lighting the way, scared stiff. The first part hadn’t been too hard for her; she’d all ready been there, done that. However, now she was deeper into the caverns, where death had leapt upon her friend. She was now at a huge risk, and she didn’t like it.

Up ahead was a bead of light poking through the cavern tunnels. Both hesitated, but slowly crept forward. The tunnel dwindled tighter and tighter, before they had to squeeze through. The light was brighter, searing into their eyes. Once through, they ran down the rest of the tunnel, as it grew larger and larger. 

They were almost there, Andrea leading, when Damon grabbed her arm. He whirled her around, said, “Don’t go. We don’t know what’s up there first. Naturally, walking into a trap won’t help.”

Andrea nodded, knowing it to be the truth. She gripped her assault rifle, stepped back, looked into his eyes. He looked right back, shoved her against the wall. 

“Stay here,” he demanded. “If I scream, run. If I don’t come back in one minute, run. If I don’t come back, you know what happened.”

His words were grim, full of determination. His friend was dead, he was thrown into bloody chaos, and he knew that the only way out was through sheer force. He’d make it… or die trying.

The tunnel led out onto a massive ledge nearly one hundred feet off a ground swarming with millions upon millions of insects. They rolled and writhed over each other as a waving sea; centipedes, ants, spiders, scorpions, stick bugs, beetles, weevils… The sea was a ghastly current of nastiness. Damon stood on that ledge, which jutted out about twenty feet before crumbling down into the disgusting abyss. There were eight or nine large, stone pillars in the room, which stretched to the opposite wall about 50 yards away. There were many more entrances with their own ledges, some entrances without. The far, opposite wall was honeycombed with holes, where – if one looked close enough – you could see shimmering pellets resting inside: eggs. A river ran down far below, writhing through the mass of insects, acting as a barrier for the twin bug armies, disappearing into the cavern walls, washing along its way. 

But the eggs…

“You were right,” Andrea muttered, appearing at the mouth of the tunnels. 

“They’re getting ready to hatch…” Damon said with remorse.

Andrea stepped out onto the ledge, testing it; the rock was steady as could be. There were skeletons spread out over the risen plate of rock, graying and yellow. Some had thin swords set against slowly decaying blue uniforms; others had antique rifles slung over their chests or sprawled out wherever; cobwebs covered everything, even the rusting 30-pound cannon resting on the edge of the sheer drop to the insect-infested ground. Must have been that Union Civil War party that was never seen again…

Damon shed the radio, laid it against the curving wall at the mouth of the tunnel. He unveiled the rocket launcher, set it on the ground. Kneeling, he opened a concealed compartment on the top and withdrew some binoculars. 

Sighting through the two optical lenses, he peered over at the honeycombed walls. “The eggs, they’re all over the place,” he said, scanning. A little number to the side of the sight reflected the distance in meters; it read 51.356 meters. “It’s about half a football field away. It looks as if there’s more hidden in the shadows.”

“How many do you expect there are?”

Damon shrugged, moving the binoculars down, ready to sweep the floor. “I don’t know, but I’d bet it’d be enough to…” He paused, sighting on one of the farther-away pillars jutting from the sea of insects. Taking a deep breath, he said, “We have company.”

“Good or bad?” Andrea asked, pulling around her assault rifle. She looked towards where the man was peering through the military-brand binoculars, saw only the pillar, the jettison almost nothing because of how far she was from it. “Good or bad?” she asked, getting no response.

“It’s Chico,” Damon said, trying to force himself not to erupt into cheers. The Argentinean was lying on the ridge, moving his arms and occasionally lifting his head; he seemed injured, as if his strength was disappearing into nothingness.

“Chico?” Andrea asked, excited. So he was alive? So he was alive. So he was alive! Wait! She told herself. Don’t get carried away. Panicking could get you killed, as could stupidity. Don’t get overexcited. “Here? How is he?”

“Alive,” Damon answered. “But hurt.” He let down the binoculars, stood. “We have to get him, but he’s too far off. I don’t see how it would work.” He swore, trying to find a solution. But he was blank, left empty. 

“We got more company,” Andrea shouted, pointing away to the west. Damon swiveled on his heels, saw a bleak form heading their way, wings outstretched as it soared above the writhing sea below. 

“And he looks ticked,” Damon muttered.

“Believe it.”

“He or she?” Damon asked. “Which one did I slaughter?”

“Who cares?” Andrea asked, aiming her rifle. 

They’d all ready killed one, which left one more to sweep the misery from. And it was swooping after them like a wild eagle wrought on revenge. 

Damon looked down, felt the cold steel of the gasoline container. His eyes spread over to Chico, whose form was barely visible. They didn’t have much of a chance of getting him, unless…

As Andrea pulled the trigger, he shoved her to the ground; bullets smacked the limestone walls, sending shards of rock down into the ocean of bugs; the monster kept coming.

“Are you crazy?” Andrea demanded, pushing herself off of the chalky limestone. Her weapon lay several feet away. She tried to get up, Damon shoved her down with a foot. She glared up into his wild eyes. “I had the sights on him!”

“Exactly! We need to get him over here!”

“Are you still bent on capture?” she demanded. “Dang…”

“Get down now!” He withdrew the gasoline barrel; Andrea leapt off the ground, stumbling into the tunnel. Damon hurriedly screwed off the cap, the Devil bearing down on him. The cap fell to the floor, rolling along the rock at his feet. He gripped the gasoline container, held it in his hands; the monster didn’t back down, wings flapping, claws outstretched…

“Die, beast!!!” he muttered. The animal flew over the lip of the ledge; Damon fell to the ground, hurling the gasoline into the air; the monster flew over, hide soaked in the liquid. It gained altitude, belly glistening as the gasoline reflected the light. Damon rolled onto his side, pulled out the pistol. Aiming, he pulled the trigger; a hot bullet whizzed at the creature, slamming into the hide. Moments later the fuel ignited, flames exploding into the air; the Devil screeched, spiraling to the ground in flames, a giant fireball destined for disaster. It landed amidst the waving sea of insects, smothered to no more than a burnt, smoking carcass.

“We got it!” Andrea said, coming from her hideout. A grin spread over her face, smile beaming ear-to-ear. She helped Damon to his feet, helped him up. He was grinning in his pride. “We got it,” she repeated. “You got it!”

“No,” he said. “We got it.”

“What about Chico?”

Damon’s mood changed. Swinging around, he looked towards the pillar. Lord knew he couldn’t reach it. It was too far away, too high; it’d be tough enough to even make contact with him. “I don’t know how to get over to him,” he solemnly admitted.

Andrea swore. “We can’t give up.”

“And we’re not going to,” Damon said, although he didn’t know what he would do. Chico was alive and that was a start; but they’d hit a dead-end.

A scream pierced the air, followed by another, and another. Soon there were screams all around, echoing from the honeycombed wall. Damon fiddled with the binoculars, put them to his eyes.

“Crap,” he muttered. “We were too late.”

“What?” Andrea asked, even though she all ready new.

“Birthday is marked,” Damon muttered. “We gotta get outta here.” Lowering the binoculars, he watched as the honeycombed wall seemed to move as the eggs hatched, miniature Jersey Devils streaming from their coves. “Who knows if they can climb walls.”

“And who knows if there’re passages leading from there to here?” That meant that they were all ready coming. How fast could they go? Could they fly? “We could be in serious trouble here,” he muttered under her breath.

Damon looked her in the eyes. “We gotta go.”

“What about Chico?”

“What about him?” Damon asked, glaring her in the eyes.

“We just can’t leave him there!”

“So what do we do?”

“We can’t leave him to be a corpse!”

He hissed, “We leave him or become corpses ourselves!”

Anger swelled as she watched a man she thought she’d known turn against a friend. What kind of man was he? He wasn’t, she decided. He wasn’t a man. 

Andrea lifted her arm, smacked him across the face. 

He put a hand to his cheek, felt the burning flesh. Damon looked her in the eyes, forced away any feelings to attack right back. He was a dignified man forever – however long that may last.

Swinging around, he watched in horror as several baby Jersey Devils leapt from the holes, falling to the ground, swirling amidst the insects. They began eating away, munching at the bugs as they moved through the vast, crawling sea. Mommy and Daddy had prepared a snack.

“We can’t contact him,” Damon said. “He’s injured as it is.”

“Look, we just can’t…” Her eyes exploded with light. She hurriedly said, “I gave him the radio earlier today, when we were searching the caves! He should still have it on him! With this own radio, we can tune in to the frequency.”

Damon didn’t hold back his own enthusiasm. But there could be a downside; he feared the answer would be most drastic. “Do you know the frequency?”

She nodded. “981 A.M. Memorized it in boredom!” She hurried back to the cave, where they had set the radio. Hefting it up, she knelt on the floor and tuned into the frequency. She got static, said, “Chico! Chico! Pick up the radio!”

Damon ran back onto the ledge, stood at the very edge of the precipice, staring at the pillar where Chico lay. He thought he saw movement, couldn’t be sure. Was he reaching for the radio?

“Chico! Chico, are you there?” Andrea was beginning to feel a little awkward, a little nervous; he had better have that radio, or he was toast.

Damon raised the binoculars, the little Devils heading towards Chico’s pillar. It wouldn’t be two minutes before they made the trek in the five-foot deep sea of wrath. 

“God help us all,” he hissed.

The static broke before Andrea could ask once more. A familiar, Spanish-accented voice choked, “I’m here, guys, thank God you took the time! Andrea, it’s great to hear from you!”

“We’re on the ledge,” Andrea said, Damon suddenly at her side. “We’ve made our way in through the entrance. Damon is with me.” She looked over to the pillar, where Chico was lying on his side. She saw the falling Devils; there must have been a hundred of them.

“I know,” he replied shortly. “Nice fireworks display.”

Damon grinned. “Tell him I got an idea.”

Andrea looked him in the eyes, mouthed, What?
“Tell him.”

Andrea sighed, hit the speak button. “Damon’s going to talk to you, all right? He says he’s crazed and wants to commit suicide.” She hurled the radio over to him; he caught it in his hands. Andrea wondered if he really was a man, a man admitting to his own mistakes. God rebuke him if he wasn’t.

The injured Argentinean said, “Hey, Damon.”

Damon knelt down alongside the radio, the cold draft from the tunnels enveloping him. His adrenaline was at a high and he hadn’t a worry in the world, except for the one bargaining for his soul. “You’re hurt, man, but we have no choice. You’re going to have to jump.”

A split-second of reluctant silence followed. Finally, a voice broke the quiet. “I see the floor…” His voice was scratchy, nervous; they barely had a minute to spare, not counting his injured body and the risk of the jump. The insects would cushion his fall a little…

“I’ve seen the floor, too, man, but there’s not much of a choice here,” Damon said. “But you won’t be alone. I’m going to. There’s a river running through the middle. The insects, they stay away from it, we should be able to make it. Get in there and go through the caves with it. And hopefully we don’t drown.”

“Man, Damon, I don’t…”

“We have no choice, dang it! Now do it!” He leapt up, tossing Andrea the radio. He tossed all his weaponry to the cool rock of the ledge, all except for a few grenades and his pistol. Stripping his BDU clothes for the run, wearing nothing but a pair of sweats and a Hard Rock Café t-shirt, he knew he’d practically be eaten alive down there. But as he’d told Chico, there was no choice.

“You’re crazy,” Andrea muttered, amazed.

“Not crazy,” Damon said. “Ingenious.”

“Crazy,” she insisted. 

He ignored her, lining up for the jump. He pulled out a grenade, flicked the pin to the ground; Chico had gotten to his feet, he could see, and seemed to be waiting to see if Damon would go. 

Hurling the grenade, he watched it sail out of view, towards the ground. An explosion signaled its impact; he took a deep breath and ran, legs pounding over the rock ledge. Without hesitation – he knew if he hesitated he wouldn’t do it – he disappeared out of view as he fell to the sea of insects.

He landed on the rock, gasping in pain. His right ankle throbbed with unimaginable pain; smoke billowed around his body, dead and curling insects leaving a putrid smell that drifted into his nose. His eyes watered as the black whisks of the explosion seeped into his brain.

Launching to his feet, he pulled himself away from the burning vapors and began to slush through the insects. First his feet dropped in; he almost stopped, but forced himself on. Gagging, he saw the insects crawling and clinging to his clothes; he felt something pinch the back of his calf, something scurrying up and down his leg.

Swearing, he pushed on. Soon he was waist-deep. He held back screams, not wanting to attract attention from the baby monsters. He hoped Andrea would have sense enough to…

His hair was a tangle of crawling monsters, some crawling across his face, into his clothes, down his shirt, into his underpants… Everywhere there were bugs, everywhere there was horror; his heart seemed to stop with each step, each sting; but it was forced to go on, against its will.

He gasped as a scorpion dug its stinger into the flesh of his neck. He would have swiped it away, but his hands were being eaten themselves, held tightly to his sides. His whole body racked with pain.

He hurled vomit onto the sea in front of him; insects and bugs flew from his mouth with the explosion. Damon turned the other way, peering over the writhing sea; there was a shred of flowing blue only ten meters ahead.

He stumbled forward, loose, falling; he splashed into very cold water, body grounding along a sandy bottom. Water drenched his body as the river carried him towards the towering limestone walls. He was free of insects, but the cold water seemed to be causing his muscles to contract; at least he was free, but drowning was his newest fear. And where was Chico?

He had no time to complicate as he was swooshed under the rock wall, scraped against the ceiling. He struggled to stay afloat, thrashing madly about. He broke the surface, water streaming down his face, into his eyes, into his mouth.

He gasped for air, his lungs not cooperating. Cold stung at his body as he rushed down the cave, suspended in eerier blackness. His body wouldn’t move as he was swept away, away from the giant chamber, away from the Devil’s Lair. 

His eyes were growing accustomed to the darkness despite the pain. Up ahead he made a bony outline, realized what it was. Reaching up with all his might, arms deadweight in the swirling cold, he was able to accomplish his task.

Cold, freezing fingers wrapped numbly around the rock, the water trying to carry him to the left. He held on for dear life, the water screaming at him, wrestling with his submerged legs, working its hardest to pull him into its depths.

Damon let go, the water shooting him forward; his face slammed against the stalactite. He was shot forward like a bullet, legs slamming into rock as he was propelled forward at the bend. Damon fell to the ground, rolled over damp ground, coming to a stop against the wall of the bending cavern. 

The roar of the water filled his ears as an exhausted head lay against the cool, dry rock next to the raging underground river. Closing his eyes, shivering, Damon drifted off to unconsciousness, losing the will to live.

Andrea pressed herself against the wall of the tunnel, watching in horror as the last of the little Devils descended the wall, running across the insect-laden floor. Of course, the insects were almost gone, chewed away by the hungry babies. And now they had reached the far wall, had began to climb it, using soft pads on their claws to scale the giant rock wall.

Andrea couldn’t see them now, she’d backed into the mouth of the tunnel, sweat running down her face, heart pounding, mind racing, praying to any god that existed to help her out, to help her live through the horror coming closer and closer with each scale up the side of the cavernous room.

The MasterKey rest comfortably in her arms, probably the only thing that gave her a shred of tranquility. The barrel and trigger were wet from the sweat of her hands. Sweat stung her eyes as she breathed in shallow gasps, watching the cliff, knowing they’d break over at any minute, any second, any time.

Think, she told herself. Think. Andrea forced herself to look away, to look down into the tunnel. That was her only escape, but she didn’t dare go; she knew what might lurk down those foreboding tunnels was everything but gentle. But what choice did she have? Die here with no hope, possibly die there with mere hope. Her choice? She didn’t have one.

Bending over, she plucked a satchel charge from her belt and tossed it away from her. It landed on the edge of the cliff, a little to the right. Ducking, she raced down into the darkness of the cave, snagging her flashlight on her belt as she ran. Working the satchel charge detonator free, she leaned against a wall, unlatched the flashlight, and beamed it on the control.

It needed a confirmation code, a satchel charge number, and then you could detonate the explosive by plucking a red button near the display screen at the top of the rectangle-shaped device. She wondered what the satchel charge number was, cursed herself for not working. Now what would she do? 

She began to unlatch the last satchel charge to toss it next to the other, but when she saw it was labeled 1, she snagged it back on and typed in the satchel charge number as 2. She didn’t know the confirmation code, so she just hit the button.

The cave jolted, the sound of an explosion rocking her ears. She leaned against the wall, clasping her hands over her ears as the explosion rocked. As flames and smoke licked into the air, the ledge crumbled and collapsed, sending skeletons, weapons, a cannon, and over thirty little Devils down fifty feet to the floor below, all turning into no more than a choking cloud of dust.

Andrea shot off like a rocket, the gun swinging over her chest. She stumbled over a rock, almost fell. The flashlight danced over the walls as she ran, confusing her eyes; more than once she feared slipping, for she couldn’t see the terrain beneath her feet.

Up ahead was a fork in the road. Remembering their earlier passage, she went to the right, the left disappearing behind her. Up ahead was the giant cobweb, which she was figuring was like a guardrail for the babies. She slipped through it, her left pant leg getting stuck. 

Swearing, she pulled out the pistol and let off several shots. The sound echoed over the walls, the bullets ripping through the cloth. Heat smeared and burned against her flesh as she reeled away, leaving a shred of jeans behind.

She knew safety was right up ahead. If she could just…

The wall in front of her seemed to explode, shards of limestone and chunks of rock flying through the air. She skidded to a halt and swerved around, protecting herself from the brilliant encore. Rocks and stinging pebbles seared her back, some shooting through her shirt. 

The scene ended, Andrea turning. Limestone rocks were rocking on the ground, dust clinging to the air. Her flashlight beam illuminated a pillar of rising dust, flowing through the air like an eerie mist. 

A giant hole gaped in the side of the wall; the way out was blocked, except for a small hole she could try to enlarge by pulling off the mounted rocks. The cave-in had caused her a lot of grief, knowing now that she was certainly doomed.

There was the skittering of feet behind her. Whirling on her feet, she saw several reluctant baby Jersey Devils slunking towards her, heads down, unusable wings folded. Their eyes seemed to glow green in the darkness as they neared closer and closer.

Andrea wondered why they weren’t attacking before she realized why: they couldn’t see! They were attracted to heat, and that’s how they saw the insects! So many would have caused them to go wild; and they had seen her earlier because she was set against cool rock. But now, she was masked with the heat of the shake:  The heat that was quickly disappearing.

Raising the gun, she aimed at the closest monster. She was on fully automatic; that wasn’t good. Her magazine would be quickly spent. Using a small lever next to the barrel of the gun, near the ridge of the barrel, she switched it to semi-auto. If she had good enough aim, the MasterKey would work beautifully - if she had good enough aim.

The Devils were closer now, only about ten meters away and closing fast. Taking a deep breath, her finger stroked the trigger… Gunfire ripped the quiet of the cavern, hot muzzle flashes dancing over the tip of the gun as she fired off several bullets.

The first few clanged against the floor, throwing up dirt and small shards of limestone. The Devils paused, wondered what that had been… 

Before one was caught in the face. 

The whole body exploded, the monster hurled back against the wall. Blood dripped down onto the ground from the headless corpse.

The others screeched, clawing at the ground. The ending of two more caused them to scatter, shooting back into the depths of the caves.

Andrea turned and ran over the rubble, leaping into the large hole in the wall. Quickly shining in her flashlight, she saw that it led deeper into the mountain, sloping downwards. But she had no choice.

Behind her, the little Devils perched on a high rock, sensing the heat from her body. She turned, fired. One went up in smoke, the others running back down.

“Stupid animals,” she muttered. She ran down the tunnel, the Devils peering over as she disappeared into the cool of the tunnel, rounding a bend.

No worry, they knew. The others would get her. And there would be plenty to spare that was for sure. First the woman, and then the world!

Darkness. Quiet. Comfort. All disturbed as his body was shaken. Softly at first, and then softly once more. Finally there was a vigorous rip and Damon’s eyes popped open, the man back in the present.

Darkness clouded his view and cold draped his body. Behind him, he felt something moving. But he did nothing. Whatever it was, it could have him. He was done. He’d given up. He’d hadn’t been able to keep Chico safe, and Andrea was as good as dead, probably all ready long gone.

But the thing dropped right next to his face, and his eyes caught the outline of something bulky and curved, something square with the lip moving up and against some sort of pole. Like a…

“Get up, Damon! Get up!” The male voice brought comfort and warmth to Damon as a hand was let down. Summoning all his might, he weakly raised a hand and clasped his friend’s. Instantly, power and might rushed through his body like they were one, like they were a life source, and he knew what it was:

True friendship.

Damon got to his feet, face excited and determined. The roar of the river washed to his right as he looked at his friend, a vague outline in the dark of the underground tunnel. But sight was not needed. Without words, they mentally embraced each other in joy, looking at each other’s silhouette, Damon’s cold and shivering, Chico’s wet and soggy.

“So you jumped?” Damon asked, his voice cold and clammy.

Chico replied in a scratchy tone, “Of course.”

“Were you injured?”

“A little,” Chico answered. “My leg doesn’t feel too great.”

Damon smiled weakly. “Glad you made it.”

“Have we?” Chico asked. “Those insects were horrible and I barely made it past some of those small monsters.” He gripped the handle of his Ka-Bar knife, the blade coated with streaked blood, most of it washed away by the water. “Thank the Heavenly Lord, they’re weak and fragile as heck. One slice of the knife and they’re down.”

“Can they swim?” Damon asked, the thought of those monster coming in through the darkness haunting his memory.

“Reluctantly,” Chico answered. “One got in and I killed it; we wrestled in the water. The others didn’t follow,” he said. “Must have learned their lesson.”

“But I bet they ain’t bright,” Damon said. “They’ll probably come in after us.”

“Most likely.”

“So what do we do? The water is freezing!”

“Do we have a choice?”

Damon sighed, didn’t answer. Finally he shook his head. “No.”

“Then we swim. Just don’t lose the will to live. I’ve felt that before. When I was a young boy with my father, I had fallen off a boat several miles offshore.” He trailed away to distant lands, speaking of how he had struggled to stay alive fighting the current, the will to live nearly gone. But he hadn’t given up. He’d lived through it. “And, just like I had several years ago, we can’t give up.”

Damon nodded, opening his mouth to speak. A roar downstream cut him off. The roar was loud and booming, and both knew it was nothing baby-like at all. It didn’t sound like the regular Jersey Devil; haunting ideas filled their panicking minds like a swarm of locusts.

“We must go,” Chico said, pushing past his friend. Without hesitation he dove into the water, sinking like a stone. The icy water was deep and wide. He didn’t touch the bottom as he pulled up, breaking the surface. The end of a roar filled his ears.

Glancing behind, he saw Damon’s splash into the murky depths. Turning, he began to swim, thrusting his arms madly through the water. Arctic spray drenched his eyes, the coldness clutching and threatening to collapse his chest as he breathed. 

The feeling of sleep overcame him, hitting him like a brick. And something happened that he hadn’t expected: having suffered before, he’d thought he could easily overpower the urge. But now, as he swam through the black depths of the cave, he wasn’t so sure. He prayed to anyone that would listen for Damon’s safety, a man not having had suffered from the poisoning feeling of sleep.

The roar came again, this time louder, and he realized that it was following them. He opened his mouth to scream to Damon to hurry it up, but something brushed below his leg. Looking down, he saw nothing as water drenched his eyes. 

Something was moving down below them.

God help them.

Andrea fired several bursts behind her, slaughtering several more baby devils. They hadn’t given up chase, but were staying far behind. She was running out of ammo and Lord knew what was ahead. Hope was disappearing and she was becoming fatigued. It was in eternity’s hands now.

Stumbling, she heard something like a gurgling brook. It must have come from outside! Her legs moved her faster and faster, MasterKey bumping against her tummy as she ran, sweat matting down her hair and stinging her eyes, curling into her mouth. The Devils didn’t slow.

The gurgling sound soon turned to a roar and her flashlight beamed over stalactites hanging from the ceiling several yards ahead. Below them was a rushing river; there was a small, man-made dock on the rocky shore. A small raft was attached, nothing more than wooden logs strapped together with a foot-high wooden railing around the sides. And she knew what it must be: an old escape route built by that butchered Union Regiment. Proof were several decaying skeletons scattered over the dry, limestone shoreline.

Skidding to a halt, she reached down against the wooden dock and stepped onto the wooden pier. The river was a good forty feet wide, the dock stretching out ten feet, the wooden raft bumping in the choppy waters. 

The boards were wet and rotting, threatening to collapse. The raft didn’t look much better, but the ropes seemed to hold well, and she thought that it would hold her. If it could withstand all the years of the raging water, it would withstand her weight as it hurled her down the underground river.

She took a deep breath and stepped onto the wooden dock. The boards shifted and creaked under her weight, but held. She hoped it would continue.

The Devils appeared on the shoreline. They were afraid of water, she guessed, or they knew that the current was too strong and the boardwalk too weak. But whatever the reason, they didn’t follow.

Andrea walked carefully to the raft. She was making it; the boards did no more than creak and jolt a little under her weight. Good wood, she guessed. Genius Union. 

There was a scream upriver, causing her to peer off to her left. Scanning the darkness with her flashlight, the beam disappeared in the distance. She beamed it against the slimy walls, the majestic stalactites, the brackish water. Nothing.

She shone the flashlight on the shore, and her heart skipped a beat. Not in fear, but in surprise. The little Jersey Devils were gone. She stared at the dry dock for several more moments, wondering what was going on, when the scream came again.

Turning back to the water, she saw something move in the corner of her eye, upriver. Straining, she was able to see something moving through the water, moving straight towards her. But no fear came.

It was Chico.

“Chico!” she shouted in joy, forcing herself not to jump in fear of making the boardwalk collapse. He didn’t respond, and she was about to call again when she realized something extremely drastic.

He was on a collision course right to the boardwalk!
Andrea took a deep breath, tensed her legs. She was ready to run back to the shore at her top speeds when it happened. Chico was still thirty feet out when the middle of the boardwalk exploded upwards, splinters, rotting wood and water spraying into the air.

She screamed as a second blast came from right behind her. The explosion knocked her off her feet; she collapsed to the boardwalk, rolling. Her legs slid into the icy water, the current suddenly tugging at her.

Hands groped along the rotting boardwalk as she screamed; splinters seared her hands as they slid. Blood streaked across the soaking boardwalk. She was going to…

Chico ducked into the water just in time, rushing under the boardwalk. One leg brushed a rickety wooden pole holding up the walkway, but he fully slammed into Andrea’s dangling legs.

He spun out of control, whipped around in the water, Andrea with him. He struggled for the surface, broke. Shaking the water from his eyes, he opened and saw Andrea right behind him. Weight dropped on him like a stone as she thrusted herself onto his shoulder. Bleeding hands wrapped around his body; her palms and fingers were filled with scattered wooden strips.

Chico swirled with the current, was looking back to the dock. A giant creature stood out of the water, gnashing jaws crunching something down. Blood trailed down its jaws; it was like a mammoth Jersey Devil. Must have been thirty feet tall!

Chico saw the blood and his stomach flipped. Was it Damon? His worse thoughts melted away as he saw someone silently crawl into the bottom of the raft, flattening himself down as flat as he could.

And then Chico was hurled around a curve, losing sight of his friend and the beast that was sure to devour him.

Damon pressed himself against the bottom of the raft, water lapping at his face, water from the violent splashes caused by the monster’s rage. The raft was still connected to the end of the dock, which was held up by several thick poles sticking from the water.

Stretching his hand, he tried to keep his breath low, his movements scarce. His heartbeat seemed louder than he wished, and he prayed the monster wouldn’t see him.

Wrapping his hand around a grenade, he carefully unplugged it from his belt and, slowly moving his arm back towards his chest, where the other moved to intercept, popped the pin.

The sound of the movement caught the monster’s attention. It’s eyes turned down, the jaws opening. A mutilated baby Jersey Devil fell from its mouth, splashing in the river, swiftly moving away into the distance.

Growling, the creature’s eyes fell upon the newest victim, who stared right back in petrified fear. The wings slowly moved open and shut, as if it were thinking, wondering what to do.

The mouth opened and a putrid roar escaped its mouth, the rotten stink dropping over his body like a tidal wave. Damon held back vomit as he hurled the grenade into the air at the last minute. 

The grenade hurled into the monster’s mouth before it exploded right at the throat. Flames licked into the air, the head flying through the air; the blood-spraying torso collapsed into the water, sinking to the bottom as deadweight, even against the powerful current. 

The explosion severed the end of the dock, toppling it into the water. The raft lurched around, snapping, and Damon was hurled downriver like a rock, the sinking dock disappearing in the darkness as the flames disappeared in the cool, damp air.

The water was getting warmer as they were hurled downstream. The current was calmer now, but no one spoke. Andrea still held on. Light was beginning to sear through the darkness, but both were too tired to do more than be whisked downriver.

Seconds passed before they heard the explosion. Both looked back behind them, saw nothing but blackness. A few flickers of light were seen, followed by a splash and a shout, but then it was silent.

“Damon did something,” Andrea muttered.

“Pity on the monster,” Chico said.

“Hope he didn’t sacrifice himself.”

“His heart’s in it.”

They rushed out from the coldness of the cave, suddenly surrounded by pines and muddy shorelines, the bright light from dawn caressing the soft, white clouds hovering over the sky. Both were amazed at how much time was passed…

Chico swam over to the right bank, dragging Andrea along with him. His hands wrapped around mud-drenched roots and he summoned up his strength, pulling himself up, pressing himself against the muddy embankment. 

Turning, he helped Andrea up. She pulled herself to the top, his shoves a small help. Looking back, she got on her knees and helped him up. Standing, they surveyed the flowing river, glistening in the sunlight.

Andrea sighed as they watched for Damon, praying against time that he would come out, would erupt from the mouth of the underground cave. But as they watched, nothing happened. No one came out, and they were forced to accept it.

The sole member of their team… had died.

“He didn’t give up on me,” Chico was saying. “He stayed behind just to keep me from death. He gave up his own life so that we would have ours…”

“Look!” Andrea pointed to the mouth of the river, a raft peeking through the soft rapids. The sides were beat up and the back was scorched and burnt. A figure lay inside, barely moving. The chest breathed, but everything else was still.

“My God, he’s out cold,” Chico muttered. He leapt forward, splashing into the water. Wading out, he caught the raft before it could escape.

Andrea began to jump in, but he shouted, “Stay there! If I lose it, you need to chase it. Don’t get in, it’ll slow you down.” He heard no response, but also heard no splash. 

Bending over his friend, the raft bumping against his chest, he looked down into the closed eyes and saw a man willing to sacrifice himself for Chico. But those memories were replaced by those of a harsh, controlling warrior who showed no mercy. The former Damon Hall, it was, not the one he was seeing now. The Damon Hall he saw now was also a warrior: a warrior of love; love for friends, family, and a love for life.

“Damon…” Chico’s voice cracked in sorrow, and he could feel tears swelling up. It’d been years since he’d cried, and he could hardly believe he was starting again with this man, a man he’d solemnly sworn to kill in the past.

“Damon…”

His arm moved! Damon’s arm reached up, wrapped over Chico’s. The raft bobbed up and down in the lazy current as cold, tired eyes opened, a smile creasing over the face.

“Damon…” Chico managed, tears streaming down his face.

The warrior smiled. “We made it, man. We made it.” 

Chapter Ten

“We made it, all right,” Andrea said as Chico helped Damon up onto the lip of the embankment. The raft disappeared downstream, carried by the water; he leapt up and joined them, tears drying up. But Andrea’s were only beginning.

A thumping sound filled the air to the south. All eyes turned and peered through dense foliage, the pine trees and their spiny canopies covering the sky. But that didn’t hold back their excitement as the view of the Chinook helicopter came into range.

“It’s the police,” Damon said, grinning, relieved.

“The police, nothing,” Chico whispered in amazement. “It’s the military!”

And he was right. The helicopter hovered above the river as trained Navy Seals swung down to them via ropes. Damon was given to them and a stretcher loaded. He was laid across it, the surgeon up in the helicopter saying, “Just a little cold, he’ll be fine.”

Andrea went up next, followed by Chico. The ropes were raised back into the chopper and it disappeared into the distance, the sun from the rising dawn glinting in the tinted windows.

The sun signaled a new day. The Jersey Devil was slaughtered, no longer a myth, but a reality – a reality of the past. Those who had seen it as a legend would soon learn the truth. No more would the insolent monster ravage the countryside, attacking farmers and wreaking havoc on innocent people. No more would the name be a fable, but the world would know of the true creature… and those who slaughtered it. 

Author’s Note

As the author, I was forced to wonder about all that came with this novel. I got all the information off of various websites.  I am now stating that the places, names, scenes and dialogues concerning the Jersey Devil came from my imagination, with no verified truth within. There were only a few – and a very few at that – instances where I took information right off the websites and slid them into the novel. 

Novel Application

As a Christian, I feel it is my duty to work for Christ, and I will. Despite what many would have to say about this novel, it is in fact a Christian novel. Along with others, I am revolutionizing the era of Christian writing.

Now let me explain to you how this novel has a Christian theme: In case you haven’t noticed, this novel has a theme: a group of people setting out to kill a ravaging, bloodthirsty killer. And if you look closely, this theme can easily tie into your life. How? Read on.

Jesus Christ came into this world as the Son of God, destined to save everyone who accepted him, and would send them to salvation in heaven. He died on the cross for our sins, hung there in mutilated pain, and let evil run the world: it was the darkest hour. He died and rose again, as the scriptures proclaimed he would. When he did this, he defeated evil and gave safe passage to anyone who wanted it.

Just as Christ has conquered death, Damon, Chico and Andrea defeated the beast in this novel. They endured great pain in their battle against the monster, but in the end they did prevail.  In a much greater way, Jesus suffered the greatest pain of all when He hung on the cross for you and me, conquering Satan. Jesus has not given up on us, and neither did the monster-killing trio give up in achieving their goal. In the end, they slaughtered the monster and sent it into flames, just as Jesus is going to do to Satan in the future. 

Accept Christ and he will give you life everlasting and abundant.  Do you want to conquer the monsters in your life? Make your choice now! Seal your fate! Receive life… or lose it.

Email me at dinoforensics@uyahoo.com  for more information on how you can receive the life Jesus Christ offers! This is not a deal that you want to miss!

Anthony J. Barnhart


