


A Natural Death by Artemis Lupercalia

A Natural Death

by Artemis Lupercalia

2



A Natural Death by Artemis Lupercalia

The rotten taste that plagued his mouth was the worst it had ever been, Bill thought as he

trudged arduously up the mountain. The wind buffeting him had a fierceness reserved for

only the most brutal winter storms, and snow fell heavily into waist-deep drifts all around

him. His beard was crusted with ice, his belly ached with hunger, and his limbs were as

heavy as lead. Above it all, the bitterness tainting his saliva tormented him.

Although it had been almost a week since they had run out of rations and he was verging

on complete exhaustion, he was used to such exertions. He had been trapping for almost

fifty years and knew what it took to endure and survive out in the bush; he had survived

such desperate situations before. The pangs of hunger and the lethargy of cold could no

longer trouble him. He’d once mused, “Any man who makes his livelihood in the wilds will

get chewed up and spit out by them, and sooner if he don’t first make a wild thing o’

himself.” After so many years, he’d done just that: he’d developed a wild beast’s

all-powerful instinct to survive.

Bill knew that in order to survive they needed to continue moving, but the bile that flowed

endlessly into his mouth was a type of suffering that he wasn’t used to. His polluted palate

left him feeling miserable and hateful, making every step an agonizing chore and leaving on

his face a permanent scowl.

Barely audible above the driving wind, Bill’s companion Henry called for him to stop, but

Bill struggled onwards, not deigning to respond. Henry was a young pup of fifteen or

thereabouts, unweathered and untested. Bill had picked him up at the Hudson’s Bay

Company outpost when he was stocking up in preparation for his journey to the valley they

were currently trying to escape. He had been speaking with the blacksmith about repairs to

his tools, and Henry had overheard and immediately pledged himself to Bill’s service. The

boy wanted to learn to trap and sell furs, he explained, and had eagerly offered to help Bill

with whatever he needed in exchange for his tutelage. Bill was reluctant to consent,

thinking that having him underfoot would only create hassles, but Henry was dogged and

eventually got his wish. After some time with his new ward, Bill was forced to admit to

himself that having an extra pair of hands made his work significantly less taxing. He was

getting older, and his pack seemed heavier with every trip he took. Henry learned quickly
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and did more than his fair share, and although Bill didn’t express it he was grateful for his

help, and for that the boy hadn’t said anything about it.

Their amiability had made the first part of their journey a pleasant one, but had begun to

dissolve, beginning with their bad luck finding game. An English speaking Native he had

met had told Bill about the valley over a bottle of whiskey. They had been sharing stories

around a fire, and between drinks the man had referred to an isolated valley accessible only

through a single, narrow path in the mountains to the West that his people never ventured

to hunt. When Bill asked why his people avoided the place, the man had simply responded,

“Tradition.” Although he had been vague about the location, Bill had travelled well in his life

and knew the landscape thoroughly. The few details given were enough.

When he was young, game had been plentiful on every horizon. A man could travel in any

direction in the bush and find enough meat to grow fat and enough furs to make a good

living. As he got older, things changed. First it was more competition from other trappers,

and then the Crown gained control of the land and began to settle it. Game was scarcer

every year, and Bill was forced by necessity to go further, and on more challenging terrain,

in order to make ends meet. Upon hearing of an undisturbed valley nestled in the

mountains, his only thought was that there may yet be a place where game could be found

in plenty. Having no better prospects for the coming winter, he decided to pursue it. When

he’d decided to start searching for the valley, the foul taste in his mouth was just a

dismissable nuisance, not the wretched burden it had since become.

After leaving the outpost, Bill and Henry trekked to the mountains and through the pass to

reach the valley beyond. Shortly after their arrival, however, Bill had realized that the

Natives’ reluctance towards the place was justified. This forest seemed to have an

overbearing quiet to it; apart from the delicate rustling of pine needles and fallen leaves, the

place was almost totally silent. It seemed to have all the makings of a dense forest ripe with

deer and fowl, but there was no game to be found; it was completely barren. At first he

thought it was just Henry’s noisy trodding through the bush scaring the animals, but Henry

had taken quickly to Bill’s instruction and no matter how unintrusive their stalking became,

no scat, no footprints, no signs of game could be found at all.
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Henry’s shouts barely cut through the wind, and it was not enough to break Bill’s reverie.

“Hey! I said stop, goddamnit!”

Despite the lack of game, they had continued onward, deeper into the forest, until their

rations ran low, but to no avail. Eventually, Bill relented to Henry’s pleading to turn around,

and the two had started back for the pass. By then, however, the weather had begun to

worsen. The forest’s former quiet was broken by the rasping of bitter-cold gusts. The day

they were set to reach the pass, the forest had become a choir hall for the howling of the

wind. It was the worst snowstorm Bill had ever seen, and the upset over their mission’s

failure quickly gave way. Bill knew that if they did not reach the pass soon, a storm like this

could make the mountains impassable for weeks.

Facing starvation, the pair resolved to push through no matter what, but the storm was

brutal. All their strength wasn’t enough to propel them through the snow and driving winds

that battered them. Rebuffed, they retreated and took shelter in a shallow cave they

discovered in the rocky terrain at the base of the mountain. Each day since they had tried to

make progress, but each day they were defeated anew. The constant exertion reaped a

heavy toll on the pair. As their bodies rapidly wore down, leaving them sluggish and in

agony, their dread grew in proportion. The storm, however, had barely lost any of its

intensity.

The pace they were keeping was challenging enough under the circumstances, but Henry

managed to pick his pace up a bit in order to catch up with Bill. The boy put his hand on

Bill’s arm and shouted again over the wind, “Stop, damn you!”

Bill turned as sharply as his tired limbs would let him to glare as his apprentice. “We’re

starvin’. If we don’t make it through now, we’re not gonna have the strength to get past it,

which means we keep goin’.”

“We’re barely makin’ it as we are, and we ain’t anywhere near the worst of it yet. The

snow’s only getting deeper the higher we go. Imagine how bad it must be further on, Bill.

The snow up there’s probably deep enough to swallow a man. We’ve gotta go back down, at

least until the winds die.”
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“We can make it. Your yappin’ ain’t gettin’ us any closer,” Bill insisted, pulling away.

“Not like this we can’t.” Henry put himself between Bill and freedom. “I can barely lift my

legs. I’m fuckin’ freezing, and I know you are too. We’ll be lucky just to make it back down.”

Bill gritted his teeth. Since their first failed attempt to cross the pass, Henry had complained

about his every ache and discomfort. His companion’s reluctance to persevere wasn’t based

on his confidence in their endurance, Bill saw, but on his cowardice and weakness of will.

Henry’s lack of experience left him blind to his own limits; he couldn’t see just how

desperate their situation truly was. Bill, on the other hand, was keenly aware that if they sat

and waited, they would soon be too weak to climb, and death would be a God-given

certainty. At least if they made it to the pass they had a slim chance to make it through with

their skins, and if they didn’t make it at least they’d meet their fate like men, instead of

hiding like children.

Traversing the pass with Henry was an unlikely shot, but without him it would be futile.

Henry was carrying almost all their gear; without it, even if he managed to cross the pass,

he would lose most of what he would need on the other side. All but forced to turn around,

he started back down the slope, refusing to look at Henry who stood for a moment in the

snow before trailing behind.

⌘

Bill and Henry sat opposite each other in their cave at the base of the slope that they had

sheltered every day since their first defeat at the pass. The space was shallow with a

vaulted ceiling, the outcropping extended barely far enough to protect them from the wind,

and the mouth of the cave would have been completely open if not for a copse of adolescent

fir trees that grew at its mouth. They had arranged a small fire pit in the center of their

shelter, the flames from which were barely warm enough to keep them going through the

succession of long, stormy nights. They faced each other across the fire, each staring at the

dancing flame between them as it fought against the cold and the dark. Bill spat into the

fire, hoping to rid his tongue of the unbearable sourness that hounded him, but it did

nothing but dim an already struggling flame. Henry, his spell of dejected silence broken by
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the hiss of liquid on coal, looked up to find Bill’s eyes glowering brighter than the coals with

anger and resentment.

“You got something you wanna say to me, sir?” Henry inquired testily.

“We could have made it across.” Bill growled. “If not for –”

“Hang on one moment there, before you go on,” Henry cut him off brusquely, “ ‘cause ya see,

I’m more’n interested in what ya’ve got to say, old timer, but before ya say it, there’s

somethin’ else I wanna hear. I wanna hear what you’ve got to say about how it is we find

ourselves in this here predicament in the first place.”

“You asked I bring you along, boy,” Bill retorted. “Don’t you gimme that –”

“I asked you to teach me bushwackin’ and fur trappin’. So far we’ve whacked plenty o’ bush,

but we ain’t gotten to the trappin’ yet, have we? Loads o’ game you said there’d be; valley

where no man’s hunted, you said. No wonder why. Only a fool would hunt here.“

“Sometimes there’s game, sometimes there ain’t. That’s nature. If ya weren’t green as a lily

pad, ya’d understand that, and if ya can’t handle it, ya shoulda never come out here. Why

don’t you learn to be a man and take some goddamn responsibility…”

“Responsibility?” Billy snorted. “Yer the one responsible for all this, rusty guts. I shoulda

never listened to you. Especially not after we got here an’ saw nothin’ for days. I shoulda up

and left ya here with yer thumb up yer arse and gone back home. You–”

“Shut. Yer. Fuckin’. Mouth,” Bill interrupted with a steely look. “None o’ that matters now.

Not a fuckin’ bit. We gotta get out of this Christ-forsaken valley, and the only way to do it is

t’get through that pass. If yer too soft and weak to make it –”

“Soft? We’re fuckin’ starvin’! Starvin’ and freezin’ and trapped, thanks to you.”

“– then you’ll get left for the wolves to find ya in spring, and yer belly-achin’ at me ain’t

gonna change that one lick. So shut your flytrap and go to sleep.”
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“No, I don’t think I will,” Henry continued impertinently. “I shoulda known you was fulla shit

when I first saw you. Presentin’ yerself as some big trapper, knowing the land like the back

of yer hand, knowing secret trails and hidden valleys. I shoulda known by the sight of ya

that you was just a rat bastard looking for someone to carry his bags.”

“You gonna tell me what’s what?” Bill demanded rhetorically. ”Snivellin’ and whingin’ at me

like I make the fuckin’ weather. You chose to come, you took the risk. I did ye a kindness. Ye

should be thankin’ me, bad luck or no, and I’ll not hear otherwise from a hobbledehoy in

breeches far too big for ‘im.”

“I will tell ya what,” Henry continued, ignoring Bill’s retort. “Thinkin’ ‘bout it, I bet ya knew

after a couple o’ days out here this valley was dry. I bet ya didn’t wanna turn back to avoid

lookin’ the fool. Well you’re lookin’ the fool now, old man. Now we’re both gonna die, thanks

to you.”

“Shut yer yap. Now,” Bill threatened, grabbing his rifle and resting it on his lap. Being

spoken to like this by this petulant boy made the bile rise in his throat, and the putrid

rankness in his mouth flared out like a flower in bloom. “I will not hear any more. Turn your

arse ’round and go to sleep.”

“Or what, you bastard? You gonna shoot me? For tellin’ it like it is?” Henry challenged. When

Bill did not respond, only glowered, the boy added, “Go on then, do it! Ya’ve killed us both

already, might as well finish me off quick-like. At least I won't have to sit here sufferin’ to be

your beast o’ burden, dealin’ with your fool judgment, your lies, and your rotten fuckin’

breath –”

At that, Bill raised the rifle and fired. The bang that pierced the night left a gaping hole in

Henry’s chest and sprayed blood across the rock wall behind him. Even the raging winds

outside gasped momentarily to silence as Henry’s face registered shock and then nothing

else as he slumped backwards, twitching and gurgling in the blood pooling beneath.

⌘
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He lowered the gun and sat still, breathing heavily, stunned by what he had done. The last

image of the boy’s shocked face wouldn’t leave his mind, as if it had been burned into his

eyes.

He stood slowly and walked over to the opposite side of the fire to inspect the calamity he

had wrought upon Henry’s flesh. The corpse laid on its back, its chest a ruin, but its eyes

still gleaming with the illusion of life. Bill stood over it, staring into those somehow

not-quite-dead eyes. He was transfixed by the wickedness and iniquity of his impulse for

what felt like aeons. Left alone, he may have remained frozen in that moment forever, but a

sound emerged from nearby in the trees that disturbed the grim scene.

It was quiet at first. Bill, shaken from his hypnosis, strained to hear over the wind.

Footsteps, he realized, heavy and low, approaching from a distance. A bear, he concluded

quickly, and by the sound it must be a big one. Supposing the gunshot attracted its

attention, he realized it could probably smell blood. The weight of what he’d done rushed at

him all at once, and his mind became a storm of self-cursing regret and adrenaline-fueled

fear. He knew his single-shot rifle had little hope of felling a beast the size projected by

those resounding footsteps. His first instinct was to flee the beast’s encroachment, but to go

where? Out into the storm? He had no hope of finding another shelter out in the dark, and if

he could hear this beast, it could surely hear him, too. If it gave chase, he could never outrun

it.

A frigid calm ran down his spine, the panic falling away to numbness. Just like at the pass,

just as with starvation and cold, he would make a stand. This was nature. This was life. He

was strong enough to embrace it.

Scrambling to reload his firearm, he positioned himself with the cave wall at his back, down

to one knee. Panic screaming dully in the back of his mind, he raised the muzzle of the gun

steadily and waited, the fire crackling quietly in front of him.

His heart pounded in his ears, but over its raging he realized the pattern of footsteps

approaching him were unusual. Whatever encroached upon the scene of his crime walked

on two legs, not four, and from the sound there was only one of them. Unable to conceive of
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how the oncoming beast could be so heavy yet walk like a man, he pushed his curiosity

aside to focus on giving it hell before it took him.

The footsteps drew nearer, and Bill took one last look into Henry’s dead eyes. He gripped

the cold wooden stock tight in his hands, only just managing to keep the barrel steady. The

footsteps continued their approach, bringing them to just beyond the trees in front of him,

only a few feet away. When he could take it no longer, he bellowed into the trees obscuring

the mouth of the cave, “Come on! Come and get me, you devil!” After a moment of nothing

but the roaring of the wind, he called out again, “Come on!”

For a moment, a strange silence fell that was quickly replaced by something unlike anything

he had ever heard before. It seemed to roar around him from no direction, and every

direction. It had the uneven turbulence of a rockfall, but was burbling and rippling like a

winter stream. It was to his ears an incomprehensible noise, and yet words began to

manifest in his mind.

“Lower your weapon,” the beast bid him, firm and steady.

Bill’s hands trembled, but he did not obey the command. “Who goes there?” He felt his voice

crack worse than it had when he’d been Henry’s age, but he held his ground. In the silence

that fell as he waited for a response, he realized the beast was conversing with him, as if

they were meeting man to man.

The creature made its request again, the rumbling chaos of noise it projected forming

words as clear as ice: “Lower your weapon, and I will approach without hostility.”

At this, Bill felt as if the ground had given out beneath him, his anchorage in the real world

all but gone. Weighing his choice, he wondered if this could be trusted. Every fibre of his

being burned with indecision: part of him, the survivor in him, was prepared to fight. The

part of him that was afraid, however, considered the mere visage of something so mighty in

speech would be too horrifying to bear, and he would be best served by turning the gun on

himself this very instant. At the very least it would spare him potentially facing a slow,

agonizing death. Paralyzed for but a moment, he decided that whatever the thing was, it

would be unwise to seem a threat. If he could find an opportune moment, perhaps he could
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kill it, but while he was made plainly visible to the thing by the fire before him, the creature

was still concealed beyond the trees. To have any chance he’d have to draw it into the open

and catch it off its guard. Bill set the gun down on the ground but kept his hands on it. Voice

shaking, he called out, “Alright, then. It’s down.”

Thud. The first step. And then another. He braced himself, as his hands clenched tightly

around the stock, ready to snap the gun back into position if needed. Bill’s heart thundered

in his ears as adrenaline took hold of him again. He fought to keep himself steady as pure

instinctive fear threatened to overwhelm him. Another step. The trees in the cave’s

entrance shook, knocking snow off their branches. They parted like a curtain, finally

revealing the beast beyond.

Nearly twice the height of a man, the creature was massive. By the scarce firelight, he could

see its limbs were as thick as tree trunks, and its body horrendously fat. It was black as

pitch from head to toe and covered in what seemed like fur or feathers. The creature’s

weight shifted with every step. As his eyes climbed the beast, he knew for certain he’d

never seen anything like it. In the dim light, Bill could make out no detail from the

creature’s head, which was covered by a wide brimmed black hat so big a man could hide

under it. The hat was tilted downwards, concealing the creature’s entire face except for a

sharp, hooked beak as long as a scythe blade. When the creature stopped at the edge of the

firelight, Bill mustered the conviction to demand again, “What the hell are you?” Although

the creature remained motionless, its voice resonated through Bill’s whole being. “A

wanderer. A stalker. A hunter. A hungerer. An eater of meat.”

Bill was taken aback by the directness of the answer, and he jerked his rifle. “If your aim is

to hunt me, that’ll be your misfortune.”

“On a different night it would be, and your weapon would not stop me,” the creature replied

with calm certainty. “But this night is an auspicious one for you. I came here to seek refuge.”

A chill ran down Bill’s spine. “What could a beast such as you possibly need to take refuge

from?”
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“From this night,” the creature answered plainly. “There are some nights so dark that even

those that stalk in shadows should fear to trespass upon them. This is one such. I invite you

to consider a proposal. You share with me your shelter, your fire, and your food, and I will

subject you to no harm, and depart peacefully upon the sun's first light.”

For a moment Bill felt as if the world had undergone some great calamitous shift. The sky

was downwards, and the ground up. Could it really be so simple? Share a fire with this

terror for a night, and then simply say farewell?

“I believe I have space enough by the fire,” he managed to say in response, “but I have no

food to offer you.”

The creature’s head slanted slightly to the right, and it extended a hooked claw to point at

Bill’s recently deceased companion.

Understanding sent a wave of bile up his throat. The creature’s vile proposal made him reel

with nausea. “Begone,” he croaked out. “See yerself back to whatever hole ye crawled out

from. If I don’t see the back of ye, I’ll be putting a slug straight through your front.”

The creature was silent for what seemed an eternity before it replied, “If you will not make

a pact with me, I will kill you. If I kill you, you will cease to tend the fire, and there will be no

shelter for me here. If I cannot find shelter for this night, it means death for me. Make the

pact,” the creature urged. “Shelter and food for peace.”

Bill’s resistance waned under the impossible choice before him. Accepting his fate, he

bowed his head in acquiescence and slowly stood up and retreated from his post to his

former seat by the fire, allowing his new companion to approach. Uttering not another

word, the creature ambled into the space opposite Bill, hunched over poor Henry’s corpse,

and began to feed.

Bill stared down into the fire in an attempt to steel his soul against this alien darkness

which had invaded his shelter, but it was not enough. The noises the creature made and its

feast at the edge of his vision were unbearable. The wet tearing, mashing, and rending of

flesh was feral and berserk, almost rabid. The creature must have been starving. Having no
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illusions of blocking out this new horror from his mind, he lay down, turned his back on the

grim visage before him, begged for sleep to take him as the acrid rot thrummed across his

tongue with every beat of his heart.

⌘

It was not long until Bill woke with a start as the creature’s voice rang again through his

mind. “Human,” it beckoned. “The fire needs tending.” Bill sat up, noting it was still dark

outside the cave. All at once the events of the previous day and night washed over him. A

wave of bile suddenly surged, somehow worse than before, and he turned to spit into the

fire. As he did, he saw the creature had taken up its vigil in Henry’s former place across

from him. The boy’s remains, meanwhile – or, what was left of them – shoved to the wall.

Though there was not much after the creature’s feast, what remained made Bill gag. He had

never seen a corpse mangled so thoroughly. It was as if Henry’s guts had exploded, entrails

and viscera hanging loosely out of the remaining chest cavity. Surely only something from

the rotten depths of hell could do such wanton damage.

Regardless of where it had come from, the creature had not lied. The fire was getting low,

and the chill in the air cut deeply. He lifted himself stiffly off the ground and fumbled in the

encroaching dark to collect wood from the small cache Henry had assembled for them.

Building a small cabin around the existing flame, he fanned it gently to invigorate the

flames. As he did so, he pondered why the creature had roused him to do the task instead of

doing it for itself, and why some blackened demon would need so small a fire for protection.

He was sure that whatever the reason, the fire was the only thing that had stopped the

creature from devouring him in his sleep.

Once the fire had caught again, Bill sat back and risked a longer examination of his guest.

Though the firelight was stronger now, Bill still could not discern any fine details of its

appearance. Every time he thought he was close to piecing a feature together, the light

would struggle to fully reach it. The only thing he could place was the unnerving movement

of the growths, be they feathers or fur, on the creatures’ body – movement that was

independent of the wind.
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Giving up his attempt to discern anything useful about the creature, Bill resigned himself to

watching it as he might an over large grizzly. He could hear the storm raging outside, and

hoped the morning was but a few hours off so he might be rid of his guest. As he stared at

the creature, the sounds of its feast on poor Henry replayed in his mind. Bill nearly jumped

out of his skin when the beast’s voice rumbled through his mind once more, driving out for

just a moment the monstrous noise.

“You look as if you’ve got something you want to say.” The tone was neutral, no fear, no

anger. It was the confidence of a creature who knew it held all the power.

Feeling braver than he likely should have, Bill replied sharply, “I’ve got nothing t’say t’you.

Keep your boomin’ voice out of my head, disgusting beast.”

“I disgust you?” The tone shifted to curiosity, and the edges of the sound in Bill’s mind

abated, if only slightly, as if the creature had only just realized the effect his voice was

having on the man.

“Whatcha did to poor Henry,” Bill replied, a tinge of nausea washing over him again. “It was

awful. Beyond awful.” Though he could not see his face, Bill felt its eyes upon him,

considering him. “Are you not a hunter yourself, human? An eater of meat? Do you find

yourself just as detestable?” The creature’s voice remained neutral, but Bill felt an

undertone of mockery in its words.

“We are nothing alike!” Bill shouted, his temper getting the better of him. He had no desire

to converse with this beast but he found he couldn’t let the creature’s insolent prodding

stand. It infuriated him. “Men eat animals. A man getting eaten is a horrible thing.”

“But men, too, are animals,” the beast assured him. “No different from the beasts of the field

and forest, but you maintain the delusion you are somehow above the natural order.” The

creature paused, and Bill wondered if a creature such as this was capable of thoughtfulness.

“When I kill,” it continued, “when I eat, there is nothing wrong about it. It is necessary for

me to live. Do you not think a doe abhors seeing its herd devoured by men?”
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“Men have souls,” Bill insisted, his resolve wavering. “Men think. They have a will. They

make choices. They can be righteous.”

The creature’s movements were impossibly graceful for one so large as it extended a

hooked claw towards Henry’s remains. “Did that one have a will before you turned your

weapon on it? Do you have one now?”

Bill felt the bile and the rage at once bubbling in his throat, and against his instinct to

placate the creature he screamed, “I will not sit here and be judged by an abomination from

the depths of hell!”

The creature didn’t react to Bill’s temper. “To kill and eat is necessary to survive. It is the

natural order of things.” From beneath the creature’s hat Bill felt it smirk. “I have never

found the need to kill for any other reason. You, however, are clearly familiar with such

impulses.”

“How dare ye?” Bill fumed, indignant of the judgement the beast was placing upon him. “Yer

nothing but a stain, an abomination–”

“You killed your own kind,” the creature interrupted, “for the sake of killing. That is an

abomination. A crime without equal. You project your own flaws onto me, human. You are

the abomination.”

Bill gritted his teeth so hard his jaw ached, but he said nothing. Instead, he reveled in the

rot in his mouth that now permeated his every feeling and thought.

In light of Bill’s silence, the creature continued, “You kill your own kind, whom you call

sacred, and call me vile for eating to survive. Perhaps you are right. Perhaps humans are

different.”

Bill grabbed the gun beside him and gripped it tightly, the muzzle pointing towards the

beast across from him. “Be silent!” he cried, the words painful in his corroded throat. “Fill

my head no more with yer twisted words! Remain silent, or I’ll–”
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“Or you will kill me?” If the creature was capable of laughter, it would be laughing now. “We

have a pact, human. Shelter and food for peace. You have met your end of the bargain thus

far. Accept your payment. Be at peace.”

Unable to calm his rage, Bill cared nothing about the pact he’d been forced to make. “I’m

sick of yer loathsome air, monster. I’m sick of you. Get away from here and don’t come back.”

The creature lowered its head threateningly. “Consider this carefully, human. The night is

not done. The pact is unfulfilled. If you break it now, you will regret it.”

Bill stood up and pointed his gun straight at the monster’s chest. “I regret nothing.”

At Bill’s declaration, the creature slowly raised its head, finally revealing what lay beneath

its enormous hat. The flesh of its face was mottled and gray, with eyes like sunken black

pits. The beak was as a bird’s, set and motionless, but Bill would have sworn it sneered. “Go

on then,” the creature bid. “Kill us both.”

Bill raised the rifle and fired. There was a blinding flash and a deafening boom followed

immediately by the crack of lead against rock. Then, there was silence, and when Bill’s

vision cleared, the creature was gone.

⌘

In the moments of emptiness that followed his shot, Bill began to laugh. The laughter

turned to fits and he found himself doubled over, and then fell to the ground in his mirth.

When he was finally able to regain control of his senses, he began to inspect his shelter for

any trace of the beast. Lifting himself up off the cold ground, he moved to the other side of

the fire.

There was nothing to find where the creature had been seated, save for some spatterings of

blood, Bill assumed, from the mangling of poor Henry. Looking down at his unfortunate

young companion, Bill could see now that the creature had consumed much of the boy’s

flesh, but had left his face intact. As Bill looked into Henry’s dead eyes, the monster’s words

accosted him: “You are the abomination.”
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Bill cursed the creature and forced the words from his mind. Continuing his inspection of

the cave, he noted with apprehension that there were no footsteps coming from the cave’s

mouth. His understanding of the world told him that nothing that large could just evaporate

from a gunshot, and he began to reason with himself it must have been a fever dream, some

sort of madness induced by the cold and hunger. And yet as he looked back at Henry’s

devoured corpse, his reasoning fell apart.

Panic began to set in as he tried to recall the moments following the gunshot. The bright

flash, the loud bang, and then –

“A terrible crime.”

Bill once again pushed the words out of his mind. The taste in his mouth was suddenly as

potent as death itself. He turned and spat once again, but this time the gob left a dark stain

on the rock it landed on. Concern gave way to shock when he went to wipe the spittle off his

chin and saw his hand was covered in blood before they reached his face.

“To kill and eat is necessary to survive. It is the natural order of things.”

Unbidden, the creature’s terrible voice resonated in his skull. He fought the words out of his

mind once again as he inspected his hands. They were both covered with blood that was not

yet entirely dry. It was probably hours old, he reasoned, but there were no visible cuts. As

his fingers fumbled the ties on his coat, intending to inspect himself for wounds, he realized

that it wasn’t just his hands that were caked with blood.

“You are the abomination.”

His clothes were as soaked as if he had been the one mauled by the creature, and yet he felt

fine. Better, in fact, than he had in days. He felt awake and alert, his body rested, and the

hunger pangs had subsided. His saliva was as fetid as ever, but it tasted different now, as if

he’d sucked on a nail. His eyes flitted once again towards Henry’s lifeless remains.

“Did that one have a will before you turned your weapon on it? Do you have one now?”

17



A Natural Death by Artemis Lupercalia

Bill could not look away from the boy as his mind began to reel. He screamed into the

silence as tears made pathways in the blood smattered across his cheeks, but no matter

how hard he screamed, how raw the pain that ripped through his throat, he could not stop

the understanding as it broke inside him.

“You are the abomination.”

Though he had spent his whole life ignoring all else but his instincts, but he saw now that

deep down he had always been a man, and now he was a man who couldn’t bear the

knowledge of what he’d done. Bill staggered out into the dark. His fingers numbed quickly

as the freezing air burned his skin. When he was far enough away that he could no longer

have found his way back if he’d wanted to, Bill dropped to his knees and thrust his hands

into the snow, covering the proof of what he’d done.

After some time he tried to rise again but found he didn’t have the strength. He was nearly

frozen, and numb down to his core. His overwhelming survival instinct was noticeably

absent. All he had left was the wish that death would come swiftly to save him from his

guilt. As oblivion consumed him, he embraced it gratefully.
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