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FROM THE EDITOR’S TOWER, by Doug Draa

“Though April doldrums may come your way.

They can’t stop Weirdbook for thrills in May!”

Another quarter of a year has gone by which means that it’s time for the newest issue of Weirdbook!!

This issue, as usual, has stories from both old friends and new acquaintances, as is Weirdbook’s wont.

It’s been a busy time at Weirdbook. I’ve been reading submissions for Wildside Press’ relaunch of Startling Stories. This’ll be Weirdbook’s sister publication. We’ve received so many stories that I’m a few weeks behind schedule. My apologies to all of you still awaiting an answer regarding your story. I’ve also been busy soliciting stories for this years themed annual. This year’s annual will be 100% Cthulhu Mythos! There’ll even be a special treat from Mr. “Crypt of Cthulu” himself, Robert M. Price!

Once again, I want to thank you for Purchasing a copy of Weirdbook. If you’re a regular reader then you know what to expect and if you are new to the magazine then you are in for a very pleasant surprise.

And lastly I want to thank every one who submitted to the magazine. Without you, we would be nothing but a pipe dream.

Take care and God bless!


HORROR AROUND THE BEND, by Franklyn Searight

“Whooee,” exclaimed Howard Preston, a celebrated presence in the world of architecture. He slackened his speed coming to the bottom of the slope, swept around the bend, and applied the brakes to his hybrid bicycle. Seconds later, he slowed to a stop next to a heap of brush accumulated at the side of the trail.

“What’s up, Whiz Kid,” asked his wife, Karen, also coming to a rest. “Collecting firewood for tonight’s campfire?”

“Not a bad idea, Hon, but we’re too far away from our tent—unless you want to carry the wood back with you.”

“Nothing doing, Boyfriend; we’ll find all we need closer to our site. But how come we’re stopping? You need to rest? I’m peddling too fast for you?”

“That’ll be the day,” returned Howard with a grin, laying his bicycle on the ground by the brush pile, well aware she was a state champion bicyclist, and he could not, even on his best day, maintain her pace unless she held back.

“But, no. Look at that, Hon.”

He pointed downward with his finger to indicate what had caused him to halt their ride.

“So, it’s an old shoe. Heel worn down; small hole in the sole. So what?”

She rolled her road bike over to a nearby picnic table and leaned it against the bench.

“Take another look,” said Howard, studying it critically. “That’s not an empty shoe; there’s a leg in it.”

“Oh, muh gosh!” Karen exclaimed, seeing an inch of argyle sock extending from the leather, the rest of it being concealed by the brambles. ”You’re right.”

She was about to nudge it when Howard stopped her.

“I wouldn’t touch it, Sweet One. This might develop into a crime scene, and the police would not be pleased.”

“Howie, you’re teasing me. A crime scene? Surely you don’t think this is a…a…”

“Not sure what it is yet, Dear One, but the shoe might be attached to a foot, and the foot to leg connected to a body.”

“A body? You mean a…a…a dead person?”

Howard moved a slab of wood away from the sock to reveal the cuff on a pair of trousers. “Not positive, but, yes, that’s just what it might be.”

He removed his cell phone from a pocket, dialed 911, and seconds later was talking to an operator who put him through to the Gainesville Park superintendent. He told him what they had found, what they suspected, and how to locate them. He listened for a minute, responded to questions, then flipped the lid and returned the phone to his pocket.

“Someone will be here in a few minutes,” he told Karen. “He wants us to stay around here for a while.”

Howard stretched his slender, muscular frame, and rolled his shoulders to relax the kinks developed during his ride.

“How long do you suppose it will be?” Karen wondered. “It’ll be dark in a few hours. We still haven’t had lunch, and need to set up the tent and gather wood for a fire.”

“Can’t be helped. Shouldn’t be too long. As good citizens, we’re obliged to at least stick around and show them where the body is.”

“If it is a body.”

“Yeah, we don’t know for certain what they’ll find beneath the pile of refuse. So we stay here until someone comes to investigate.”

“You must have excellent vision to have spotted thee shoe, Howie, speeding along as we were.”

“Nothing special. My eyes were just drawn to it—looked sort of funny, being out here all by itself, and all—and I wanted to take a closer look.”

“I still think you’re quite observant.

“Another thing: why would someone hide a body here, instead of deep in the woods where no one is likely to find it? And, after concealing the body, if it is one, why didn’t he cover the shoe, also?”

“Good questions. As for the last one, maybe he did, but something came along and dislodged it—possibly an animal. But why it’s hidden almost right on top of the bike trail, I have no idea.”

As much as Howard and Karen wanted to leave, and avoid being involved in a police matter, they had been urged to stay around and make themselves available to answer any questions asked by the park ranger who was, even now, on his way.

Fifteen minutes passed before a car, with an official-looking crest on its side door, slowly cruised along the lane running parallel to the bike trail. It pulled off the road close by the heap of wood. Out of it stepped an angular man of medium height, clad in the pale olive-green colors of the park patrol, and wearing a spiffy cap matching his uniform in color, indicating his official status.

Karen waved him over to the picnic table where they were sitting.

“You the folks who called us?” he asked.

“We are,” answered Howard. “See the pile of brush you just passed? Beneath it is the reason we called.”

The park ranger walked back, briefly surveying the scene. He studied the exposed shoe and sock for a few seconds, removed a few more sticks to get a better look, and then made a phone call to his office to report his findings, loudly enough for the couple to hear. He joined Howard and Karen at the table, and the three of them sat waiting for the superintendent himself to arrive.

A few minutes passed before another vehicle came along and stopped. Two more men stepped out, both well-built and darkly tanned, one with a graying mustache clinging tightly above his lips, the other with clean-cut facial features.

“Hmmm,” said the older one, after identifying himself as the superintendent. He walked over to the heap, followed by his partner, and brushed aside more of the leaves and twigs, slowly shaking his head as more of the leg came into view.

His assistant bent down and extended his hand toward it.

“Careful, Matt,” cautioned the super. “If that’s what it appears to be, the police will raise holy hell if we mess with it.”

“Yeah, yeah, I know. Thought I’d clear away more of these branches to get a better look-see.” He moved enough of the covering aside to reveal more of what was concealed.

From where they were sitting, several yards away, Howard and Karen whispered to each other as more of the leg was revealed. Matt removed another handful of branches, exposing a thigh, poked at it to determine its texture, and looked up at his manager.

“It’s a body, all right,” he confirmed, stating the obvious.

“I’ll phone dispatch and we’ll let the big boys handle it,” stated the man in charge.

He looked over at the bikers who were continuing to watch them closely. “Looks like you’ve found something serious here, folks. I’ll call this in, and we can expect a team of detectives to show up.”

Within the half hour, the first contingent of law men began to arrive in a nondescript car. Out from the passenger side stepped an elderly, stubby man wearing a pin-striped outfit badly in need of a press. He ran a comb through white, grizzled hair as Howard wondered if he should have been retired from the force a few years earlier. Then again, he reconsidered, maybe the constant strain and anxiety of police work had taken a heavy toll on his appearance. A younger man stepped from the driver’s side wearing a dark blue business suit. The pair paid no attention to the couple, but walked over to the ranger, standing by the brush, nodded to him and proceeded to examine what had been found. The taller man cringed, and then took a second look, hardly able to believe what he was seeing.

“Gruesome,” he said.

“Gainesville Park will never be the same,” the park supervisor commented.

“Who turned this in?”

The ranger indicated the couple with a motion of his head. “Folks over at the table.”

Chief Inspector Randolph, as the detective identified himself, removed more of the debris, allowing an even better look at the victim lying amid the branches. He stayed for a more exacting examination while the older one made his way to where the bikers were sitting at the picnic table.

“Hiya,” he said in greeting, identifying himself. “You the people who discovered that poor guy?”

“We are,” Howard conceded. “’Bout half an hour ago, while we were biking back to our camp site.”

“I see. Thanks for calling it in. Some people would have discovered it and gone on, not wanting to become involved.

“Just how much of the wood pile did you touch?”

“Not very much, at all,” answered Howard. “We saw what appeared to be an old shoe with two inches of patterned sock showing, looking as though there might be a foot inside of it. We moved a couple of branches and saw the hem of pants, and more debris maybe covering a leg. We’d seen enough to know it was time for you fellows to take over, so we didn’t uncover more of it.”

Karen spoke up, saying, “There might have been nothing to our suspicions, at all, but we couldn’t be sure. After seeing the sock with the leg coming out of it, we didn’t look further.”

“Didn’t expose any more of it,” contended Howard.

“Did you put the litter back where you found it?” asked Randolph.

“Nope. Left everything where it was.”

“You did right. And that’s when you called our department?”

“No, that’s when we called the park office. We didn’t want to report a body if there wasn’t one there.”

“Quite right. Doesn’t sound as though you messed up the crime scene more than was necessary. See anyone else around here?”

“No, sir. No one,” Howard assured him.

“Any cars stop? Bicycles?”

“Few cars passed by; didn’t stop,” the biker informed him. “Couple of cyclists, too, but they whizzed on by, and paid no attention to us.”

“Everything is just as we found it,” stated Karen. “If the scene is badly tainted, it must have been the park ranger who did it.”

“It doesn’t seem to be. Do either of you recognize him?” asked the inspector.

“No, sir,” responded Howard, his tone decisive, but somber. “Haven’t seen him yet. As we said, we didn’t move the brush away to see who it was.”

“Good thing you didn’t. Most of the guy’s head is gone, along with his other leg.” An audible intake of air came from the couple. They looked at each other, astonished by the revelation.

“Ooh,” Karen exclaimed. “Such a ghoulish thought. I’m glad we never had a chance to see it.”

“That’s not information for the rest of the public, folks. I’m only telling you because of your involvement. Don’t repeat it to the other campers, or any reporters who come flocking around once they’ve learn of this.”

As they talked, the inspector’s partner partitioned off the crime scene, separating it from the rest of the terrain with yellow tape, warning unauthorized people not to enter the area. Randolph questioned the two further, learning what little he could, jotting down their phone numbers, landline and cell, and the address of their home residence. He also wanted to know where their camping site was located in the event more questions needed to be asked.

“You can stay a little longer if you’d like,” he told them. “You’ve been a part of this since the beginning, but stay away from the cadaver, and don’t bother my detectives or get in their way.”

Just as their interrogation ended, Ezra Carter, the Chief of Police, who seemed to believe the occasion might profit from his expertise, arrived. He was accompanied by four or five additional detectives, and Grover Nixon, the city’s medical examiner, who appeared rather distressed at having been called from his luncheon at what he regarded as a most inopportune time. His initial examination of the body was brief, taking little more than five minutes. He stood up and walked over to Chief Carter and the other detectives.

“Well?” asked Carter, lifting his hat by the visor, removing it and scratching his thinning hair, “what killed him?”

“What killed him?” retorted the MA. “Can’t tell you ‘til we’re back at the lab, and I’ve got him on the gurney. And even then, I might not be sure. Maybe the loss of part of his head had something to do with it, and half his torso being gnawed away might also be a causative factor.”

“You think so?” asked a member of the team, a youthful, clean-shaven man named Felix.

The MA looked at him with mild disdain. “Yeah, it’s my best guess, for now. I can tell you more later on. What I know for certain,” he said, switching his gaze to the Captain, “is there’s not a drop of blood in the body—and it’s been dead now for at least a month.”

Chief Carter’s jaw sank in surprise.

“Strange,” he said. “Shouldn’t what’s left of him be decomposing, rotting away?”

“Not if he’s already been pickled, his veins filled with formaldehyde to preserve the body a while longer.”

“Then what you’re telling us…”

“What I’m telling you,” the MA snapped, “is I don’t know yet. It’s possible the corpse was embalmed at a funeral home, and then somehow turned up here.”

“Then it’s the work of some animal? Maybe a bear, a lion…”

“Possibly a bear—some have been seen in this area—but I doubt it.”

“Maybe,” speculated Felix, “it’s the work of a hungry cannibal.”

The MA shot him a contemptuous look. “Who is this guy?” he asked Captain Carter.

“Name’s Felix, sir,” said the youngster, unable to control his enthusiasm. “New man on the force, sir.”

“Tell him to keep his drivel to himself,” mumbled the MA.

“Yes, sir,” Carter responded, throwing a stern look at the young man.

“Might not be such a farfetched idea, Cap,” interrupted Chief Inspector Randolph, his curly blonde hair poking out from under his hat.

“You mean talk about cannibalism?” asked the Chief.

“Yes.”

“Never heard of an anthropophagus dining on a body stuffed full of formaldehyde before,” stated the MA scornfully. “Taken by itself, it would be quite deadly.”

As they talked, two photographers drove up and proceeded to take picture after picture of the general location, along with numerous shots of the partially consumed man and where he lay.

“Then we’re left with the paranormal,” spoke up Chief Carter, stroking his chin. “But what person or animal could be visiting us from the spirit world?”

“You mean like a ghoul?” suggested the inspector.

“What’s a ghoul?” asked Felix, forgetting he was to be quiet.

“You asked the question, you answer it,” snapped the MA. “I have no idea. I do not specialize in supernatural creatures.”

“Well, in plain and simple terms,” said the inspector, slowly and thoughtfully, “a ghoul is a humanoid living under cemeteries and eating the flesh of those buried there.”

“You mean the dead bodies of people?”

“Yeah, but don’t get too excited, Felix. They don’t exist now, and never have, except in someone’s gruesome imagination. Don’t know anyone who’s ever seen one—I sure as hell haven’t.”

At one point, during the investigation, the biking couple overheard Inspector Randolph telling the police chief: “There’s enough evidence to tell us the man wasn’t killed at this spot, but was brought here and laid on the ground. The cannibal, if we’re dealing with one, ate from him as much as he wanted. When finished, instead of taking the remains away with him, he hid what was left under the brush pile. Maybe he’ll return tonight to eat more of it.”

“Perhaps Felix wasn’t as wrong as we thought he was,” conceded Chief Carter, slowly. “We’ll be waiting for him,”

The bicyclists, still seated at the nearby table, continued to eavesdrop, intrigued by the dialogue they were overhearing, envisioning the gruesome picture being described.

“This can’t be real,” observed Karen. “Some sort of carrion-eating degenerate must be responsible for this.”

“I think you’re right, dear. The notion a supernatural force is behind this is absurd.”

They looked dubiously at one another, hardly daring to believe they were not dreaming. Earlier, they had listened to three members of the investigating team talking about other problems occurring in the area, including the disappearance of a woman two weeks earlier, and problems with the Gainesville Cemetery located beyond the camping area.

“What happened in the boneyard?” one of the men had asked.

“You forgotten, or haven’t you heard about it? An old fellow was buried there a month ago, and the next day the grave was found dug up. The body was missing.”

The events of the afternoon had been so depressing the couple feared their camping experience might be spoiled. They had planned to enjoy the coming evening by a roaring fire, pleasantly dining by the barbecue pit, and later on chatting and singing with surrounding campers. The excitement and adventure of their casual camping excursion might well be ruined—their reward for being good citizens.

“It’ll be alright, Hon,” consoled Howard. “Just pretend we’re on a movie lot, or with a theatrical company, rehearsing for a play.”

“’Guess you’re right,” agreed Karen. “Let’s enjoy our adventure. Tomorrow we can read all about this horror in the papers.”

They watched as an ambulance arrived with a stretcher and carried off what remained of the dead man.

* * * *

The sun was no longer high over their head, and had made significant westward progress, when the Prestons mounted their bicycles, with the consent of Randolph. Giving a final look at the group, they peddled back to their camp site.

They assembled and pegged down their tent, and distributed assorted articles to where they would be most handy. Finally, they inflated a large air mattress and unrolled their sleeping bags.

“Do you suppose it’s safe to be camping here all by ourselves?” Karen asked of her hubby. “Someone or something killed the man—even eaten large parts of him—and might still be hanging around here. Just how safe are we?”

“Safe enough,” decided Howard, “But if you’d like, we can pack up our gear and go home—set up the tent in the backyard.”

“Not on your life,” she exclaimed. “We’re here to go camping, and camping we shall go. Unless, of course, you’d prefer to sleep in our bed tonight?”

Howard laughed. “No, I wouldn’t. I was just thinking of you, dear one, but I’m not surprised to learn it would take more than a dead body to scare you off.”

He went to the car and returned with the hamper and cooler they left on the back seat before leaving their house. Inside was enough food and drinks to last them for a few days, including a rack of spareribs, two steaks, and packages of hotdogs to grill.

Howard soon had a fire going, and Karen went about preparing their evening meal. The couple was used to camp life, and in the advancing twilight, after a filling supper, they discussed the events of the day. Shadows advanced over the landscape and darkness came upon them before they finally succumbed to the exertion of the day, and crawled into their bedding.

* * * *

A shriek in the middle of the night stunned Howard into immediate wakefulness. He sat up, cognizant of the silvery moonlight entering through the screen window of the tent, and attempted to identify what had made the awful sound. He could not imagine what animal might be responsible. It had not been a coyote or any other member of the canine family, he believed. A mountain lion? Possibly, but unlikely. They had been known to occupy this region at one time, but ever since the campground and the bike trail were established, their presence had been rarely seen. Apparently, the larger animals had moved on to friendlier, more unpopulated territories. Could the commotion have been made by some night bird pouncing upon its prey? Howard knew of no feathered creature ever making such a sound. He was left with the uncertainty of what it might have been.

“Karen, you awake? Did you hear that awful cry?”

No answer came from his companion, and he turned to shake her awake.

Karen was not there. Her sleeping bag was unzipped and rumpled, and the clothing she had discarded when it was time for sleep was gone, indicating she had awakened earlier and dressed again. He reached for his flashlight to better illuminate the darkened area and convince himself she was nowhere inside.

Maybe nature had summoned her during the night, he reasoned, and she had left to answer its call.

“Karen?” he called again, a bit louder this time, but still softly, not wanting to awaken the other campers in their recreational units.

There was still no response.

Suddenly, the cry was repeated, and seemed to be cut short with an abrupt ending.

“Karen?” he said again, this time his voice much louder and more insistent.

It could have been the same cry first awakening him, and it sent a fevered chill of fright racing along his backside. He was still uncertain as to what had made it, but there was an undefinable quality about it vaguely resembling the sound Karen was known to make when her favorite pitcher allowed the opposing batter to hit a homerun. It was not an exact replication of her voice, but there had been something in it elusively reminding him of his loved one.

Quietly, he slid into his jeans, donned his T shirt and slipped into his sneakers. Gripping his flashlight, he unzipped the canvas opening of his refuge and crept out into the star-studded night. Standing up, he looked around, swinging the beam of his light in a three-hundred-sixty degree circle.

Nothing out of the ordinary leaped to his gaze. He noted the silent RV trailer parked near their tent, and the glowing redness of the fire pit cooling down, burning itself out. An assortment of camping units, set up in irregular lines, paraded along the roadway and were conspicuous by their deafening silence. The illuminated dial of his wristwatch revealed it was one-twenty-six.

God, what an awful time of the night to be up and about.

He swung his light about again, revealing sentinels of shadowy trees and assorted sleeping quarters, and illuminating the adjoining lot where their car was parked for the night.

He wondered, taking the first steps upon the moonlit path, if Karen might be in trouble, and momentarily considered awakening his neighbors and asking for their help. He negated the notion as being too soon for such an action. There were a few porta-potties, a three or four minute walk down the path, if one did not dawdle, used by the campers while a larger, more accommodating facility was being constructed. He would follow her there, or meet her on her return trip to their little settlement.

He paused to consider. Also available for her use, at the end of a short path off to the left, was an old privy, infrequently used, just a minute’s stroll away from their tent. The camp supervisor had once told them it was part of an old farmstead, long since abandoned, its reclaimed land now a part of the park system. It was now rarely used, but if Karen were in a hurry—if she couldn’t wait—perhaps she had gone there. Being so close, he decided to check the facility first, rather than make the longer trek down the road.

“Damn,” he thought to himself, passing an old oak tree splintered by a lightning bolt sometime in the past. She should have awakened him, told him where she was going and she’d be right back. It was just like her to let her man continue sleeping, rather than disturb his slumber. Her consideration for others was an admiral quality attracting him to her on their first meeting.

A sudden movement near his feet startled him, nearly causing him to drop his light. Aiming it off to the left, he was in time to see a raccoon scooting off into the bushes.

Damn! It had given him an awful fright, an unusual experience for him. He wondered why he was so jumpy, and then recalled the poor fellow discovered lying near the bike path. No wonder he was unnerved; anyone would be. The police had promised they would stop by their campsite before nightfall to tell how their investigation was progressing, but they had failed to show up. Had they forgotten, or had what they learned been so grim they did not want to frighten the campers with the knowledge?

But if the news was so bad, why had they not been warned to leave?

Ahead of him could be seen the hulking sheds containing the primitive toilet amenities, once used by the farm family living nearby, and now occasionally by the campers. The structures leered out of the shadows like beasts from the Cretaceous Period of a hundred-fifty million years ago, rearing up next to the fence separating the park area from the cemetery.

The woman’s privy had a crescent moon carved into the door near the top to provide light during the day, and for ventilation. Twenty feet away was another shed, a sunburst carved into its door, indicating it was for the use of men. Both of them were about four feet square and seven feet high, constructed of boards long since badly weathered, and gradually rotting away.

Howard, his light shining before him, walked toward the building indicated for females.

“Hey, Karen; you in there?” he called, when near enough to be heard.

There was no response, troubling him more than anything else. If this was where she had come, she must be inside, mustn’t she?

His probing light revealed a handkerchief lying on the ground.

Howard picked up the delicate, lacy cloth of blue. It was definitely a woman’s, he believed, and might belong to his wife, although he did not remember her having one like this, embossed with a monogram.

He called again and, receiving no answer, pushed the door open and entered through the darkly shadowed entrance. Aided by his flashlight, he looked about the gloomy interior. The horrific scene meeting his eyes was at once appalling and terrifying. It was a one-seater with a lid covering the waste pit. Blood, with a brownish caste to it, was splattered over the wooden floor and walls, and a nearby bench, giving the interior the appearance of a slaughter house. Touching it with a finger, he found it dry, and certainly not fresh. There was so much devastation he concluded a large animal had been brought inside and ripped apart.

That was his initial belief until he saw the lacerated body parts lying in a corner. They appeared to have been picked clean, and then tossed there. He wanted to vomit when he saw the severed hand with what might be a wedding band encircling the ring finger. It was the putrid, lacerated remains of what probably had been, in life, a person, likely a woman, and maybe even Karen.

Unable to contain his stupefaction any longer, he made his way to the waste-pit itself. There was little to be seen until he lifted the toilet seat, shone the rays of his light through the rough-hewn opening and saw below a blood-tainted cesspool of body waste and soiled tissues. Further back, almost beyond the searching rays of his light, was a severed leg and a gory torso poking above the rancid sewage, lying there without its head.

The vision screaming at his eyes was so grotesque, searing itself into his brain with such vivid intensity, he could tolerate it no longer. He turned away and rushed outside where he promptly threw up what had not yet been digested of his evening meal.

Howard did not return for a second look in the filthy shaft—one was enough—but moved further away, as the smarting of his eyes subsided and his frayed nostrils no longer quivered. He stood there pondering if what he had seen was real, or a distorted vision of some kind, perhaps a plastic dummy from a clothing store with its limbs pulled apart and its head missing, laying in the icky ooze. But he knew it was no illusion; something was down there, something so revolting his senses tried not to credit the sight of all those body parts, nearly stripped to the bone, lying on the slimy bottom.

A short time later, Howard checked his tent to see if Karen had returned, and then went to his car to retrieve his cell phone. He stood there, his body slightly trembling, as he informed the police of what he had discovered. After giving a detailed description of how to locate him, he was assured someone would be there as soon as possible, but asked to remember it was after one o’clock in the morning and their full contingent of officers was not on duty. An audible yawn, was followed by a thank you, and the call was ended. Perhaps they would come more quickly, Howard thought, if he had mentioned this might be the second body he had recently found for them, but he was still uncertain as to just what it was he had come upon.

He hoped the body was not Karen’s. Gaudy colors of the shredded clothes seen at the bottom of the shaft were not the sort she usually wore, especially not during this particular excursion to the park.

There was certainly trouble of some kind stirring, confirmed by the partially eaten corpse they had seen the day before and the dismembered body parts shoved into the toilet. Nor could he forget the gallons of blood splashed around, making the interior look as though it was a place where pigs were butchered. Yuck! The gruesomeness of the scene was indelibly imprinted on his brain, and would always be there no matter what he did to rid himself of it.

A sleek cruiser slowly made its way down the forested lane, its headlights throwing twin cones of illumination before it, and a broad spotlight on the side lit the vicinity as it swung about in a ninety degree ark, making everything it touched appear to be in daylight. Seconds later, it focused upon him; the car came to a halt, and a short, stocky representative of the law stepped out from behind the wheel, while his partner, a tall willowy man exited from the passenger side.

“You must be Mr. Preston,” he said, shining a flashlight in his direction.

Howard said he was.

“So, there’s been more trouble out here, has there? The dispatcher said something about a toilet pit, pools of blood, and a missing wife. That right?”

“It is.”

Howard led them to a table near the fire pit and invited the men to sit while he stirred the still living embers.

“Tell us a few more of the details, please,” said the smaller man. “Frankly, sounds as though you’ve had an awful nightmare, or you’ve been drinking too much polluted well water, laced with hard liquor.”

Howard smiled grimly. “Precisely what I would think, officer. But neither option is anywhere near the truth.”

He went on, telling more about his discovery, broadening the sketchy account he had already phoned in, apologizing for not having more information to give them, and offering to take them to the site he predicted would curl their toes in horror.

A short time later, Officer Pick, as the stocky policeman identified himself, stood outside the commode, bathed in shadowy gloom, the rays of his flashlight focused on the moon-sign above the door of the woman’s facility. Officer Brent, meanwhile, circled the shed in search of whatever he might find.

“So, just out of curiosity,” Pick asked. “What brought you here? The men’s latrine is over there.”

“I didn’t come here to use the commode,” Howard stated. “I came here looking for my wife, thinking she might be in there.”

“Ah, yes, she was mentioned. If what you say you found is actually in there, I don’t mind saying I’m more than a little spooked. Creepy place, this, with the moon and the shadows and all the trees. I’d rather be home in bed, and come back during the daylight hours.”

“Can’t say as I blame you.”

“This’s something can’t be delayed, though,” Pick said, pushing the door open and shining his light before him. He entered the gloomy structure.

Seconds later, he staggered out and rushed to the nearby edge of the clearing where heaving and retching sounds indicated the officer, also, had lost his late dinner. Pick finally returned, wiping his mouth with his handkerchief,

“Sorry about that,” he said, his face pale and drained. “You warned me, but it’s far worse than what I expected. This will certainly be a crime scene, and I didn’t want to contaminate it any more than it already is.”

“You think…”

“Yes, this entire area must be taped off, if what I think happened actually did.”

While they were talking, Officer Brent joined them for a moment before going into the privy.

“You’ll excuse me while I go back in there and join my partner,” said Pick. “I want another look before I call it in. But don’t worry; I won’t vomit again. There’s nothing left for me to throw up, anyway.”

Pick was right. He was in there for more than five minutes before emerging again, with Brent behind him.

“I’m still unsure of what I saw,” Brent was commenting, “but it sure looked like human body parts to me—like something you’d see in a slasher movie.

“I’ll call the dispatcher, tell her what we found, and wait around until a crew arrives to cordon off the area. I can’t wait until they begin their investigation and I can end my shift somewhere else.

“As for you, Mr. Preston, you might as well go back to your tent and get some sleep, if you can. Hopefully, your wife will turn up soon with a good explanation for her absence. We’ll be searching around for her, though, if she doesn’t. We’ll also be having more questions for you, plenty of ‘em, probably, but we’ll have to wait until we know just what they should be.

“You be sure to let us know if you find your wife, or if she returns on her own.”

“We’ll be in touch,” said Pick.

Howard returned to his tent, and tried to sleep for the remainder of the night, but his slumber was fitful and provided him with little rest. He was up with the dawning light and, before making breakfast for himself, went in search of Karen, roaming the surrounding forested terrain, looking in places where she might have fallen and harmed herself. He punched in his home phone, receiving no answer, and called several of his neighbors back home who might have seen her return to their dwelling. Nothing of significance came of his efforts, and he returned to his canvas lodging in midmorning, discouraged, tired, and more worried than ever.

Howard sat by the fire pit where he had a skillet of bacon strips frying in the hot grease, and two eggs set nearby, ready to be cracked and dropped into the splattering pan. This would ordinarily be Karen’s task, but she had not returned to their air mattress, as he had fervently hoped. The longer her absence dragged on, the more frantic became his mental state. He was reasonably sure the body in the shaft was not hers, but he could not be certain.

From time to time he lifted his head as uniformed officers and men in plain clothes left their cars and paraded down the path back to the commodes. Chief Inspector Randolph, the lead official in the grisly matter whom he remembered from the day before, arrived and made his way to the privy to see what was to be seen.

Howard’s breakfast was barely finished before he was on his way again, continuing his incursions into the more remote parts of the territory in search of his wife. During one of his treks into the woods, he met a young man and his girlfriend out for a hike. He gave them Karen’s description and asked if they had seen her anywhere about, the same question he had asked of a dozen other people he had seen along the way.

They answered in the negative, and then the girlfriend wondered, “Do you suppose it has anything to do with the trouble they’ve been having in the old cemetery?” She looked up to her beau for confirmation.

“Of course not,” he disagreed.

“What about the cemetery?” Howard asked, aware it boardered the area beyond the toilets.

“Guess you haven’t heard,” she supplied. “There’s probably no connection at all, but two of the graves were dug up—probably by someone looking for gold or silver filling in someone’s teeth—and the bodies were nowhere to be found.”

“That’s crazy talk,” insisted the youngster. “What could it have to do with this man’s wife?”

“Probably nothing,” she returned apologetically. “Just thought I’d mention it.”

“Well, you shouldn’t have—just adds to his troubles.

“By the way, we were told of some weird animal being spotted in the Cypress Lake area. Maybe a wounded deer, or something. Nothing to do with your wife, of course, still…”

The distraught biker was anxious to tell the investigating team what he had heard.

Howard had just finished his sixth foray into the forest, in search of his loved one. He was weary, having had but little sleep the night before, and had lain down for a quick snooze. It was nearing one o’clock, and he was making a bologna sandwich, when he saw two policemen carrying a wicker basket, or hamper, back from the outhouse. He wondered if it contained the remains recovered from the shaft. What a miserable job it must have been, toiling amidst the gory mess in search of evidence, and collecting what was left of the body.

At one point, he noted a city sanitation truck stopping nearby, backing up, and then proceeding along the path in the direction of the outhouses. It was a tight fit, and numerous branches were broken as it forced its way along the narrow trail. Pumping out the latrine in order to recover clues would be a horrific job, and he did not envy the civil servants their onerous task.

A few minutes later, Inspector Randolph made his way down the path and over to where the Prestons’ had set up their outdoor housekeeping. He was dressed in a natty suit and accompanied by two of his assistants, Harley and Warren, both attired in police garb. Howard listlessly shook their hands, when presented, and invited them to partake of coffee when they asked to talk with him.

The four men straddled the picnic table bench and sipped at Howard’s offering before they began.

“Thought I’d bring you up to date on our investigation,” Randolph said. “What I have to tell you, though, is limited to what Chief Carter believes is appropriate to release; you’d hear about it tonight on the radio or the television, anyway, or read about it in the morning editions.

“We’ve had tens of men searching the area for your wife. Karen, right? They covered the immediate area, quickly but thoroughly, and have now branched out into the outlying regions. So far, no luck, but we haven’t given up. We’ll keep spreading out, bringing more searchers in, until we’ve covered a five mile radius. But we won’t stop even there.

“Between the search parties and attending to the bodies, we’ve been a busy bunch, as you can imagine. Just finished clearing out the cesspool. What’s left of the poor woman was transported back to our lab for study.”

“We pity the poor guys who had to lower themselves into the morass,” said Harley, wincing. “They removed the body parts, and went through the grisly rubbish searching about for clues. I’d retire from the force if I were ordered to go down there.”

“No, you wouldn’t,” remonstrated Randolph “You’d do your job, and follow directions given to you.” He turned his gaze back to Howard. “Our preliminary indication reveals it was an older woman, perhaps in her sixties or seventies. She’d been dead for more than a week.”

“So it’s not my wife. You’re positive?”

“The coroner definitely ruled it out,” Randolph answered.

These words had the effect of morphing the dour look on the agitated man’s face into a grateful smile, and a strong sense of relief and gratitude swelled over him. Learning it was definitely not Karen who had been stuffed into the toilet was great news—fantastic news—for him to hear.

But it did not answer the scorching questions in his mind: Just who was the unfortunate woman, and where was Karen?

“Warren, tell Mr. Preston what it’s like down there?”

“Hah! It’s a cesspool down there. Filthy, smelly, worse than you could ever envision. What you might not know about it yet, Mr. Preston, are the catacombs we found down there, a network of tunnels that would please a gopher.”

“Yeah, gopher,” agreed Harley.

“Most of them run from the crapper in the direction of the cemetery.”

“Gainesville Cemetery?”

“Yeah. Remember the funerals held there last year, and the graves caved in? The bodies in them were never found.”

“I remember something like it, yeah. It was there?”

“It was.”

“What’s this about a passageway?” Howard asked.

“One of our men explored a part of it. It tunnels from the outhouse into the cemetery, twisting and turning in all directions, intersecting with even more burrows. It’s a veritable labyrinth down there which we’ll eventually map and compare to the tombstones above the ground. I don’t dare to imagine what else we might find.”

“Yesterday,” added Warren, “one of the patrolmen jested it must have been a ghoul at work.”

“My god,” thought Howard, reacting to the words. “Do they think there’s something supernatural at work here?”

His eyes took in the revolvers the two officers were wearing; he assumed Randolph had one also, concealed. Would they be enough to stop some unworldly entity?

“Yeah, but he was just kidding. Wasn’t he?”

“That’s what we thought. ‘Course, there’s no such thing as a ghoul; probably just a demented cannibal type lurking in cemeteries. And corpse snatchers? I’ve heard of them before, years ago when surgeons would pay for dead bodies they could practice on.”

Harley snickered.

“Think it’s funny, do you?” said Officer Warren. “I’d like to see you go down there. I had to descend into the hell hole looking for evidence.”

“Not on your life! Not while we have adventurous types, like you.”

“You mean, dummies like me, don’t you?”

“No, he doesn’t, Warren,” said Randolph. “Seriously, we appreciate all you’ve done.

“What’s even more disturbing,” he continued, “is we don’t know when the crazed nutcase came to this area. Has he been here all along, or come here recently, looking for a new source of food? We don’t know.”

Randolph somehow sensed Howard’s unspoken question.

“The body you found, the second one, the elderly woman, was partially clothed in a dark blue blouse, far different than the patterned one of light blue you say your wife was wearing when she left your tent last night. We can’t be certain, Mr. Preston, but as near as we can tell from placement of the blood splatters, the woman might have walked into the enclosure where she was seized, murdered, and parts of her eaten. What was not consumed was then stuffed into the shaft.”

“Another possibility,” volunteered Harley, “is something down there was climbing out of the pit when she sat down to do her business, and yanked her in.”

“What a god awful vision that plasters on the mind,” exclaimed Howard.

“Too graphic,” admonished Randolph.

“I’ve heard of snakes slithering up the plumbing and biting someone on the butt,” offered Warren, “but a creature doing what we found is absolutely ghoulish.”

“Ghoulish might be the precise word to use, Mr. Preston.”

“How so?” asked Howard.

“Footprints. Imprints on the damp clay strata, many of them leading into and out of the main passageway. Someone else besides my crew has been walking around down there.”

Randolph’s words were met with silence, continuing for long seconds, before Howard, his mind awhirl, was able to gather his thoughts.

“Were you told about the sighting someone made this afternoon—some creature they couldn’t identify roaming around the Cypress Lake area?”

“Oh, sure. Probably a small deer or something seen briefly before disappearing into the bushes. Misidentification, I suppose. Nothing to it.”

For a moment, Howard’s blood began to race, but settled down at Randolph’s dismissal of the sighting.

“So, we’ve made some progress, but there’s much more to be made,” was the inspector’s final statement.

* * * *

After the lawmen left, and a brief dinner of charred hamburgers consumed, Howard washed his utensils and put them away. Enough light was still available for him to renew his search for Karen, and he remembered the words of the couple he had seen earlier in the day causing him a few seconds of anticipation. Their report of an unknown animal seen around Cypress Lake was probably nothing at all, but he had no other lead suggesting possible success, and he did not want to sit around doing nothing. The lake was nearly half a mile away, just at the edge of the recreational boundary, and a popular place for people at the park to fish.

“Why not poke around there?” he reflected, shoving his flashlight into a pocket. He had nothing better to do.

Shadows were beginning to lengthen as he made his way down the trail to the swampy lake. He had caught a few perch and sunfish there in past years, and knew the area reasonably well. He approached it stealthily, coming upon a mound overlooking the placid water, and abruptly stopped, his pulse quickening at what he came upon, sitting on its haunches with its bony knees sticking up.

“I’ll be damned,” he thought, oblivious of shadows coalescing and twilight settling over the terrain, “it must be the creature those people told me about, and it sure isn’t a deer. If anything, it’s uglier than any bestial cryptid deserves to be, with its bald pate and wolf-like muzzle.”

It was small, alright, naked and hairless, with a slender waist but muscular chest, the size of an early teenager. To Howard, it resembled Gollum, the creature in Tolkien’s Lord of the Rings, except for its enormous ears, and the tusks protruding from each side of its mouth.

Abruptly, the being lifted its head and opened its mouth. It growled and began to mournfully bay its obeisance to the moon, a soul-wrenching howl of abysmal despair.

Whatever it was, it stopped and loped away down another trail leading back toward the campsites. “It’s definitely a biped,” Howard thought, following behind, close enough to keep it in sight, yet far enough away to attract no attention to himself. Its erratic, scuttling gait sped up and slowed down intermittently, for no apparent reason, as it entered the camping section of the park. Howard was close behind when it passed his tent and turned onto the path to the latrines. There, it opened the door to the woman’s john and slipped inside.

“Aha,” Howard thought. “Now I’ve got it trapped.”

At least, he thought he had. Without pausing to consider his actions, he entered the structure and shone his light around. The small edifice was empty, with no place to hide. The being, whatever it was, was gone. But how could it be? It had entered through the only entrance…

Unless…

Howard looked at the lid covering the pit and decided there was no way anything, even something as small as the creature he was following, could squeeze through it. Raising the lid, however, he saw a much larger aperture with a circumference large enough through which even he could fit, although it would be a tight squeeze.

But why would the creature he had seen yelping in the moonlight want to descend into the cesspool? Had it dropped down in there to hide? Had it gone from there into the warren of tunnels, perhaps where it lived, crawling about like an insect in the maze of passageways below the graveyard?

Caution warned him to wait until morning when Inspector Randolph would be available. Best to tell him what he had seen and suspected, and let him decide upon the next steps to be taken.

Easy enough to say, impossible to act on. Not while Karen was still missing.

If the ghoul could drop into the shaft, Howard should be able to do the same, and he had no hesitation in doing so.

It was a tight fit. His shoulders were the major obstacle, but he managed to squeeze them through and drop to the ground below. The shaft had been cleaned, sanitized and disinfected, making it possible for the team of investigators to attend to the awful job assigned to them. Wasting as little time as possible, he played his light over the clay walls and the opening ahead leading into the darkness. Looking down, he saw innumerable shoe prints embossed in the wet clay flooring by the investigators. They were to be expected, and did not trouble him. It was the footprints of bare feet, with toes ending in disconcerting talons having a traumatic effect upon his nervous system. For all he knew, they were made by the humanoid beast he was following, walking upright into the darkened passageway.

Howard, his hands unsteady, decided to follow and learn what was ahead.

With but a moment’s hesitation, he took his first steps into the shadowed corridor, bending his head to avoid contact with the low, earthen ceiling. Seconds later he came to a division in the corridor where the pathway diverged, one tunnel leading off to the right and the other to the left. He followed the one to the right, and soon came to another fork in the tunnel.

“It’s like moving through a Roman catacomb,” Howard thought, wishing he had a map to guide him. He was fearful there might be difficulty in making his way back to the outhouse when the time came for his return.

God! If his instincts or memory of the twists and turns failed him, and he became lost in this subterranean labyrinth tunneling below the headstones above, he might lose his mind. Ahead, the burrow opened unexpectedly into a small grotto, excavated throughout the years, nestling beneath a series of graves. Revealed was a shadowy world of broken caskets in various stages of disrepair and decay.

Heaped about were bones of all descriptions, piled haphazardly, and more were stashed in nearby niches carved into the walls. Here and there a human skull had rolled off the mound and lay about grotesquely. This, Howard decided, was a charnel house to eclipse all others, and he wondered how Randolph would react if he were down here with his team.

They’ll see the place soon enough, he reflected.

A sudden groan snapped him out of the reverie into which he had fallen, and he directed the beam of light ahead in the direction from which it came.

“Karen!” he called. “That you?”

It sounded again, fading into a moan, and then stopped. The silence continued until…

“Go back, man,” demanded an eerie, growly voice, an unnerving imitation of what a human might make.

“You do not belong here.”

Howard hurried forward, the light of his flashlight guiding his way, and just where the tunnel turned to the left, he saw something half kneeling and half sitting in the middle of the path.

He knew, without being told, precisely what it was.

He believed Karen still lived, and expected at any moment to hear from her a cry for help. The creature stood, pivoted away from him, and followed the passageway as it made a gradual turn to the right. Was it going to where Karen was, probably thrust up and hidden away? Defying the warning he had been given, he moved ahead.

“The woman is mine,” tittered Golum, or whatever its name was, if it had a name, in answer to his unspoken question.

Following the cone of light, Howard stepped toward the creature he was pursuing, wondering what horror awaited him around the bend.

“She is dead and ripening, and will be ready for the feast in another month.”

Step by step he made his way toward the anathema. Was it true, or was the thing lying to him? A shred, a minute particle of hope, returned.

Howard swallowed hard on what seemed to be his entire gullet, and his senses underwent a combination of anguish and confusion, along with a filament of hope the entity was deceitful.

There was so much about ghouls he did not know. Were they immortals, or able to be eradicated? Was there a large population of them down here, or just the one? His gut feeling was there were probably many, with ample places in which to conceal themselves. But were there enough corpses to consume and satisfy their macabre appetites?

Abruptly, Howard stopped, as another question occurred to him: If not immortal, how did this species reproduce itself?

And then the unthinkable occurred to him. If they were destructible, they would need a mother to perpetuate their numbers. Was it to be Karen’s fate? The mother of their next brood? She, he was certain, would rather be dead than used for such a purpose, and he, too, would prefer her demise, rather than have her bring forth legions of them into the world.

“The woman is dead,” gibbered the thing again, beginning to titter once more. “Leave, before you be next.”

Howard began his advance again, determined to confront the thing, to fight it, to defeat it, or to follow it back to its lair and determine for himself if Karen were alive or dead.

But such an action might be, he decided in mid step, a stupid attempt on his part. The creature was likely telling him the truth, and his wife was alive no more.

His footsteps faltered.

“Go,” it demanded again, and was suddenly joined by a colony of them coming into view behind it. “Go, before we change our minds.”

Howard turned around and make his way back through the intertwining corridors below the gravesites, stumbling over the array of skeletal fragments strewn about, impeding his way.
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