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     Justine hadn’t found the idea of losing her virginity in a swamp very appealing at first, but certain factors gradually wore down her resistance. The first was the secret excitement of finally having sex after twenty years; the second was the novelty of having it in the great outdoors…and they were great tonight.

     The Woolly Swamp was awesome in its grandeur, and it had its own orchestra tonight. The cicadas were its strings, the night birds were its woodwinds, the reptiles were its brass, and the roar of Travis’s airboat was its roaring percussion. The swamp seemed to sing to her, to welcome her and Travis as they cruised farther into its ancient depths.

     The third factor was Travis Randall himself: the living, breathing cliché of every southern gentleman crammed into six hot feet of tanned, muscular skin. Even though he labeled himself ‘just a boat mechanic’, he had charm, wit and money to 
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burn. Of all the eligible ‘bachelors’ of Foxboro, he seemed to be the only one with all

his teeth and a dislike for baseball caps and chewing tobacco. Almost every sentence he spoke included the phrases Yes Ma’am, No Ma’am, or Thank you kindly. He drove a beautifully restored, ultra-clean 1989 Mustang without speeding like a maniac, cursing at other drivers, or blaring Lynyrd Skynyrd from its speakers. Incredibly, he actually insisted that Justine picked the music and volume when she rode in his car, and he opened the door for her. He could spin tales of the glorious Old South like he’d actually lived during the Civil War. And most amazingly, her virginity didn’t dissuade him. In fact each of their dates had started with fresh flowers and had ended with a sweet, undemanding but wonderfully deep kiss goodnight.

    The fourth factor was the place he’d prepared for them. His airboat’s massive propeller slowed to a stop as he expertly guided his craft up to a wide hummock with a single large palm tree and a few small scrub palms at its perimeter. Travis moored the airboat to one of the thicker palms, leapt off onto the hummock, and extended his arm to her with that damned toe-curling smile of his.

     “Travis…where’s that light coming from?” Justine asked, her heartrate kicking up a notch.

     “You’ll see, Justine. Come on…take my hand.” He said. She did, and he helped her off the boat, then swept her up into his arms effortlessly, like Rhett carrying Scarlet. She chirped with surprise and embarrassment at first, then let him carry her through the palms…and gasped.

     The interior of the hummock had been trimmed neatly; a wide, luxurious comforter and blanket had been laid down in its center. A small charcoal grille had been set up a yard back, already ablaze, and eight glass holders of citronella candles were burning a yard apart all around the comforter. A small radio was already playing songs from her favorite country-western station, and a large cooler was nearby. The burning citronella kept the insects at bay. Justine’s heartrate kicked up another notch. It was perfect. Her sister’s first time had been in the backseat of an Impala. Justine didn’t criticize her for it, but privately she didn’t think it justified a Shakespearean sonnet. But this scene did. Tomorrow morning, she’d write a song called “Love in A Swamp” and dedicate it to Travis.

     Travis set her down gently. She whirled back to him, breathless. “You did this for me?”

     He nodded, smiling slightly. Then she was on him, her lips fusing against his, her hands crushing his body against hers. He stood firm, receiving her. 

     Her heartrate kicked up another notch, and now it was almost painful. She was 
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sweating, breathless and insanely horny. It was probably due to the fifth factor: the ruiphinol he’d added to her last drink.

     It was probably needless, but Travis Randall hadn’t remained thirty for the last hundred and ninety years by taking chances.

     Still, there was one factor working against her “Love In A Swamp” song. It subtly entered her mind, and she paused in her attack on his clothing. “Travis…what about…”

     “I’ve got protection, Justine.” He said, smiling at her, then laying down on the comforter, and looking up at her.

     “So do I…but that’s not what I was thinking of.” She panted, as she sat beside him.

     He lifted an eyebrow. “What were you thinking of?”

     She looked around the hummock, then at the enormity of the Woolly Swamp beyond, with its endless huge cypresses draped with Spanish moss, then looked at him. “Y’know, the gators. Or…Bonecrusher.”

     He ran his fingers through her auburn hair, and chuckled. “Justine, baby, I got a gun, ain’t no gators gonna bother us…and they’ll be sorry if they did.” He slid aside his denim vest to show the .357 in a side holster. “And Bonecrusher? C’mon. That’s a damned legend. A freakin’ alligator that walks upright? Justine, I thought you went to one of them there colleges!” 

     She smiled, suddenly relieved. “I did. You’re right. Travis…I love you.” She panted, and she kissed him fervently once again.

     He kissed her back, then disengaged, and reached for the ice chest. “I love you, too, Justine. Listen…we don’t have to do anything you don’t want to do. You are a virgin, right?” He opened the cooler and took out two glistening bottles of Champale, her favorite.

    “Not for much longer, I hope…” She lay back on the comforter, and began undoing the buttons of her blouse. She hoped she was being sexy…because her head was cloudy, and her fingers didn’t seem to work right. Travis chuckled again, lifted her hand from her blouse, and put the bottle of Champale in it. He toasted her, and she sipped.

    Then he started where she left off.  He had her blouse and bra off in a matter of moments, but still took time to smother her shoulders, neck and breasts with kisses.

She got his shirt and vest off, but when she reached for his belt buckle, he eased her hands away from him. She took another sip of Champale and relaxed as he slid her jeans, shoes and socks off. She looked up; the palm tree above her seemed to be moving, back and forth, although there was no wind. Strange.

     She tried to raise her head and shoulders…and couldn’t. Strange.

     “Travis…I feel…kind of funny.” Justine said, almost giggling as she did so.
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     Travis gave no reply. He was too busy applying something to her lower leg. SNAP! There was a cold, hard sensation, and she looked down to see a shackle locked around her ankle.

     Travis sighed, stood up, and then picked up the radio and the cooler. “Well, it’s probably the stuff I put in the Champale. It shouldn’t hurt, though. I told you I wasn’t gonna hurt you, and I hope I haven’t.” He stepped over to where she’d thrown his shirt and vest, and gathered them up.

     Justine lifted her locked leg, and looked at the shackle, and where a thick steel chain led from it, to under the comforter, then to the single palm where it was locked around the bottom of the trunk. She giggled, her head buzzing from chemicals. “Travis…didn’t know you…were into…bondage and…” Her voice trailed off as she saw Travis leave the screen of scrub palms.  “Travis…where are you going?”

     “Hang on, be right back…” He called. There were some thudding sounds as he placed the cooler and the radio back on his airboat. She looked at the shackle, and tugged at it. Very secure. She felt the swamp growing cold around her. Then Travis reappeared.

     He had a highway flare in one hand, and in the other he had a machete.

     She looked up at him, and her head stopped buzzing. Unease draped her like an icy cloak. “Travis…what’re you…doing?” She croaked.

     He ignited the flare and tossed it a few yards away, to the outer edge of the hummock. A red glow blossomed and washed over them both, and for a moment Justine could see that Travis looked a lot older than thirty. There was still something in the ‘Southern Gentleman’ in him, however; he tossed the machete a few feet away from her right arm. “Sorry, Justine. There ain’t a lot of incentive in being a virgin these days. But this here machete gives you a chance, though. You might be able to fight him off.”

     She pulled at her leg, then at the chain. It was implacable. 

     Travis smiled at her one last time, then turned away towards his waiting airboat.

     Confusion and betrayal warred in her brain. Finally she screamed: “Fight who off?”

     “Bonecrusher.” Travis called from the airboat, as its propeller roared into life once more. It drowned out her screams for release, and her curses, until she couldn’t hear the propeller any more.

     She picked up the machete and began to hack at the chain. The machete seemed to weigh a hundred pounds, and she couldn’t seem to hit the same spot between the links with any accuracy. Still she chopped at the heavy-duty chain, panting, the energy of lust now becoming the energy of panic.
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     The symphony of the Woolly Swamp was becoming a crescendo now, as the water beyond the hummock boiled and a huge, ancient legend broke the surface.

     Justine screamed as the leviathan shape crashed through the scrub palms

towards her. The flickering light of the flare and the citronella candles framed it perfectly; a shambling hulk of dark green scales and Spanish moss, but mostly teeth. The creature’s endless mouth was like a black dungeon, and seventy teeth gleamed within like razor-sharp guillotines.

     The legends were only partially right; Bonecrusher walked upright, but on four legs, two were humanoid, impossibly thick and muscular, supporting its eight-foot bulk. The other two were reptilian, set below and beneath it, vestigial claws that steadied its twelve-foot-long tail.  

     Those features were lost on Justine, as it descended upon her, and she desperately swung the machete upwards in defense to meet it. For a moment, she could see its eyes. Not a slit pupil, like an alligator; a round one, like a man’s.

      The machete buried itself in the thick hide of Bonecrusher’s shoulder, releasing a flood of dark blood. A low bellow erupted from the thing as its leviathan jaws closed on her head…and neck…and shoulders…and torso…

     “Well, if ya ever go back inna Woolly Swamp, well, ya better not go at night! There’s things out there that’ll curl your hair and make a strong man die from fright! Things that crawl, and things that fly, and things that creep around on the ground! And they say that the ghost of what’sisname gets up and he walks around…” Rick Tusgrin crowed, laying on his back in Bo Greene’s airboat. He waited for his girlfriend Lisa Jundtski  or Bo to join him in the chorus, then grumbled silently, laid back down and took another sip from his flask of Jim Beam.

     “Is he always like this?” Bo asked Lisa.

     She shrugged as she looked at another test tube. “Nah. Sometimes he’s sober.”

     The statement seemed to strike a nerve. “I would be sober if a certain somebody had told me ‘going to Florida for a weekend’ meant spending it in a swamp.” Rick growled, and got to a half-seated position in Bo’s airboat. When Lisa had said South Florida, Rick had thought that meant Miami Beach At Last! But no, it had to be The Everglades. “Besides, at the rate the skeeters are sucking the blood out of me, I should be sober again in no time.”

     The statement got Lisa’s attention; and she set the test tube down to look at Rick.

His eyes noticed hers and flashed a momentary message of you got me into this, you owe me, but then flashed another of never mind, you’re cool, don’t mind me.  She tried to smile back at him and couldn’t, so she merely nodded and checked the pH 
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levels of her latest samples. She silently cursed Emily Collins for making the first blind date between her and Rick a month ago.

     She was Polish and Catholic; Rick was Hungarian and Catholic...check. 

     She was a biologist; Rick was a coroner…check.

     She liked comedies; Rick liked comedies…check.

     She worked out; Rick worked out…check.

     She was a Sagittarius; Rick was a Sagittarius…check.

     She was a virgin; Rick was…

     She shook her head and got back to work. The pH balance of the last sample showed that pollutants, especially high levels of mercury, were compromising the entire bayou. No wonder there had been reports of ‘mutant’ alligators…

     “Tell me again why we’re out here.” Rick growled, discovering his flask was empty.

     “Because there are sexless alligators in this bayou, Rick. Probably due to pollutants. If it’s true, there could be no alligators left in a few years.”

     Rick shrugged. As far as he was concerned, alligators were lousy conversationalists, but made great boots. “Alligators are supposed to be our last link to the dinosaurs. But the dinosaurs are gone, and nature’s adapted just fine. Don’t alligators eat most of their young, anyway?”

     “Yes. But there’s a reason for it. Everything has its necessity in nature, and if alligators disappear, who’s to say their natural food source will overpopulate the area…or a different predator will emerge to take their place?     
     Rick shrugged again…then he saw the ghost standing on the hummock a few dozen yards away. The specter was a woman—most of a woman; she held her severed head in her left hand; the entire right side of her had been eaten away. Beside that little flaw, she could have been a hot babe at one time.

     He looked at Bo and Lisa; they were oblivious to the specter. Rick sighed So much for a weekend off. “Bo…”

     Their huge, obese guide looked happy to have been mentioned. “Yeah?” 

     “Pull over.”

     The hummock was clear, except for its plants, and a torn-off human calf and leg that was chained to the hummock’s lone pine. Rick frowned down at it while Bo and Lisa remained on the airboat. He was wayyyy out of his jurisdiction, of course, but the initial visual exam told him all he needed to know: this was murder. Murder most foul. In other settings, there would be the remains of a body, but Rick reminded himself that this was the bayou, where predation was the order of the day. 
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He imagined that within a few hours a human corpse would have been desecrated by alligators, birds, rats and more. The specter was gone, probably due to the fact that Rick had found her human remains. He wished he could have taken it with him, but it would’ve broken the cardinal rule of crime scenes. He took a last look at the one bloody leg attached to the shackle, then turned and leapt back onto the airboat.

      “What was it?” Lisa asked him.

     “A woman, staked out for the animals.” Rick muttered. “You don’t want to look 

at it. Bo, let’s get back to civilization so I can call this in.”

     Bo frowned at him. “How’d you see it? I can barely see anything, through the bushes.”

     Rick sighed, and guessed he could spill his secret to an airboat guide he’d probably never see again. “I’m psychic.” He said. The more accurate statement ‘I see dead people’ had gotten a tad cliché.

     “Rick…you said she was a woman…then you said ‘you don’t want to look at it.” Lisa murmured. “Why—“

     “The only part left is her leg, Lisa.” Rick replied.

     The color drained from Lisa’s face as Bo cranked up the airboat again and took them out of the bayou. 

     The Woolly Swamp was one of the few wetlands in the world to be both a forested swamp and a shrub swamp; Cypresses and Overcup Oaks ruled the inland part, while tupelos and Black Mangroves surrounded its outer regions. The small but ancient hamlet called Foxboro claimed to ‘own’ The Woolly Swamp, although the reality was vice versa.

     Foxboro had tried to evolve past Woolly Swamp; a new Target Superstore had just been constructed, along with a Long John Silver’s and an Amoco at its sole intersection. Beyond that, the ‘world famous’ Gatorhouse was its main restaurant and bar; The Cajun Queen Motel was right next door, Bo’s Airboat Tours was situated on a dock only a dozen yards from it; and Quality AquaMechanics was situated only a few yards away from that, creating a sort of ‘compound’ where everyone under twenty automatically gravitated to it, to show off their muscles or cars or new tattoos.  

     Bo guided his airboat to its dock, and Lisa tied it up with a skill that made Rick curious…was she a biologist or a deckhand?…but he put it aside and clambered out of the airboat. As he did, he noticed a decal of numerals he hadn’t noticed before: JOB 41-11.

     “Bo…I noticed you’ve got Job on your boat….what is that scripture?” Rick asked, helping Lisa out of the airboat.
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     Bo chuckled. “Can you pull in the leviathan with a fishhook or tie down his tongue with a rope?” Rick smiled slightly and shook his head, as he eased Lisa’s sample cases out of the airboat. Bo continued. “The whole passage is about the leviathan, which is probably the Bible’s word for the alligator, and how bad-ass it is.”

     Rick frowned. “But you can catch them, right?”

     Bo snorted. “Yeah, but you got to show me the moneyyyyyy first, son. Lots of it.”

     “Tell you what, I’ll buy you lunch if you take us back out there when the sheriff gets here.” Rick said.

     Bo tossed him a salute. “Hell, son, that’s my civic duty.”

     “Rick, I’m gonna get us a motel room…I’ll meet you in the restaurant.” Lisa said, and walked quickly towards the Cajun Queen.

     Rick lifted an eyebrow, then nodded. I’m gonna get US a motel room, not I’m gonna get ME a hotel room. Things are looking up, he thought. Then he remembered he had to lead the authorities to the severed leg of a dead woman.

     He still had a bit of an appetite, though…

     SMOKED GATOR RIBS…DEEP FRIED GATOR NUGGETS…COLD BEER! The Gatorhouse’s signs read.  Its overall look was that of the average Outback Steakhouse, only with a hundred different butchered alligators used for various decorations. We waste no part of the animal, Rick thought wryly. He and Bo got a table, ordered ribs and beers, and waved Lisa over when she entered. Rick pulled out a chair for her, then excused himself to use the pay phone.

     Charlie Daniels began blaring from the jukebox, more than adequate to mask the conversation going on four tables away.

     “So when’s ‘crusher gonna cough up the eggs, Travis? Goddamn, I had to shave this morning. I haven’t needed to shave for thirty freakin’ years!” Earl grumbled.

     “Yeah, and my gout’s actin’ up…” Hank joined in.

     “Cry me a river, ya crotchety old bastards. Shee-it, ya both shoulda died at Gettysburg, and all ya do is whine…” Travis hissed, then stared darkly at his own jack & coke. After a moment he spoke. “He wants another one.”

     “He wants another virgin already? Travis, you just fed the fucker last night!” Hank spat.

     Travis gritted his teeth. “I know that, you idiot! But the last virgin was two months before that! Maybe he wants to make up for lost time, maybe he’s greedy, maybe Justine didn’t have enough meat on her! Whatever else it is, it’s still a freakin’ alligator! Do you think I can bring in a lawyer to do a contract re-negotiation or somethin’?”

K.K./Bonecrusher/9

     Earl checked his reflection in his nearly empty beer mug, imagining wrinkles spiderwebbing into existence all over his face. “What if we gave him somebody else, someone who wasn’t a virgin…kind of a ‘midnight snack’ to hold ‘im over…”

     Travis shrugged. “I’m sure he wouldn’t mind. But the deal’s always been eggs for virgins. No virgins, no eggs.”

     Hank frowned. “Damn…well, I got the lines tapped and the rooms bugged at the Queen, maybe some cheerleaders will come in for a field trip…hey, if it’s a ‘he’, where do the eggs come from, anyway?”

     “From whatever  female alligator he’s pimping at the moment, for all I know. Anyway, Bonecrusher isn’t a ‘he’, it’s a fucking IT.” Travis drained his drink…and saw Lisa a few tables away. She smiled at him; he nodded and smiled politely back.

     Lisa saw Travis, and Rick Who? Flashed through her mind. Then she fought off her thoughts and concentrated on her chicken sandwich. The guy made Rick look like David Spade, sure, but she’d invited Rick here, after all, and it sure as hell hadn’t been a pleasure cruise. Rick was OK; Rick was clearly a nice guy; the spark just wasn’t there. By contrast, the Dukes Of Hazard Stunt Double holding court with his boys had sparks shooting out all over him. The decent thing to do would be to make a clean break with Rick first, then come back to Foxboro on her own for some more ‘research’. 

     “See anything you like, Lisa?” Rick drawled casually after a sip of beer.

     She almost choked on the french fries she was eating, but managed to spit them into a napkin. Cold-busted, she blushed and coughed. “Umm…I was just thinking that’s a big old gator head over there…and the fries are a little salty…”

     Bo tried mightily not to notice. He did notice Sheriff Cutler as he strode to their table. “Did somebody here call the Sheriff’s office?” Cutler asked in an irritated tone. He was tall, leathery and appeared to be pushing sixty. 

     Rick nodded and stood up. “That’d be me. You ready to rock, Bo?” 

     Bo held up a finger in a ‘wait-a-minute’ gesture as he picked the meat off one last rib, then hurriedly wiped his hands and tried to belch as quietly as he could.

     “Do you want me to come with you?” Lisa asked half-heartedly.

     “No need, babe…unless you want to…” Rick said.

     “Four’s a crowd on my boat, anyway.” Bo added.

     Rick shrugged. “Just kick back at the room, we’ll be back soon enough.” He handed Lisa some money and the three of them left.

     The Sheriff’s arrival and departure caused a momentary stir among the good ol’ boys of the Gatorhouse. “Travis…” Earl began, as discreetly as he could.
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     “Don’t worry. I had somebody take care of business. Wonder who that guy is, though…” Privately, he also wondered what would happen if he didn’t get another egg soon, and a hundred and ninety stolen years came home to roost. 

     Bo, Rick and the Sheriff reached the same area about twenty minutes later. The good news was, the hummock was still there. The bad news…

     “You said you found what? Where?” Cutler demanded.

     Rick was stunned. The leg was gone, the shackle and chain were gone, even the damned blood was gone. “There was the leg of a caucasian female, shackled to this tree.” He hunted desperately for evidence. “Note here…abrasions on the trunk…ummm…the grass has been trampled…”

     “Where’s the damned leg?” Cutler growled, swatting at skeeters.

     “It was HERE, damn it, just an hour ago! Somebody compromised this death scene after we left…”

     Cutler scrutinized Rick, then turned to Bo. “Bo…?”

     “The man said a woman had been staked out for the animals, Sheriff.” 

     “Never mind what he said, what’d you see, Bo?”

     Bo looked helplessly from the Sheriff to Rick, and shrugged. “Nothin’, I was on my boat the whole time…”

     Rick whirled on him. “You didn’t see ANYTHING, Bo?

     Bo frowned at him. “How could I have? You said to pull over, I did. You said you found something, I just took it on faith. Then you said to go so you could call it in.”

     Rick sighed and turned back to the Sheriff. “Look, Sheriff, I’m a Deputy Medical Examiner for the City of New Orleans. I don’t play practical jokes, and I don’t call the authorities on hearsay or hunches. A murder was committed here, and now it’s been covered up.”

     Cutler stared back at him, hard. “But the only evidence is a scratched tree and trampled grass.” Then he inhaled through his nostrils. “And you’ve been drinkin’, Mr. Tusgrin.”

     Rick threw up his arms. “Okay, screw it. Let’s go, Bo.” He turned on his heel and stalked back to the airboat. Hell, if Cutler buys him a beer, Bo’ll probably tell him how I said ‘I’m psychic.’ Yayyy. Well, darling, whoever you are, you can’t say I didn’t try. Then he overheard Cutler say “Probl’y just some more of that Bonecrusher bullshit—“

     Rick turned back to them. “Bonecrusher?”

     Cutler waved him away. “Just another one o’ these swamp-rats’ stupid legends…supposed to be an alligator that walks upright, like a man.”

      Rick looked at Bo. “Every legend has its basis in fact. What’s your take on it, Bo?”
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     Bo shrugged. “As far as I know, ain’t nobody ever seen it…and lived.” 

     The sun was going down behind them, its deep orange haze gradually turning the swamp into a bayou of blood. 

     Hot water coursed over Lisa’s body, removing the smells of the swamp, little by little. The Cajun Queen Motel was nothing to write Mother about, but its showers were decent enough. In the shower she tried to relax; she had enough samples for her research, but she was still torn over having to dump Rick. After thinking it over, she decided she didn’t have to; she’d simply play the Virgin card and insist on no intercourse until marriage. Since Rick was obviously a ‘player’, he’d soon grow bored with her hugs and kisses and dump her. 

     Satisfied with her decision, Lisa shut the water off, stepped out of the shower, reached for the towel…

     And saw Mr. Dukes Of Hazard standing there.

     With a machete in his hand.

     Her heart skipped a beat, she began to raise her hands slowly in the classic surrender pose. “Don’t…” She began.

     “Hold STILL!” He snarled, and the huge swordlike blade slashed downward--—

     Lisa closed her eyes, and screamed.

     Then, a moment later, realizing she wasn’t in pain—or dead—she opened her eyes. Mr. Dukes Of Hazard was standing over half of a long, thick, ugly-looking snake that was coiling and uncoiling in death-spasms next to its other half on the bathroom floor. She looked at it and screamed again.

     “It’s Okay. It’s Okay. Just back away from it. It’s a Cotton Mouth, I saw it coming in through your bathroom window…” Travis said as comfortingly as he could. He looked at her, then turned away and threw a towel over his shoulder. “Ummm…here ya go. “

     Lisa grabbed the towel, covered herself with it and pounced back into the shower like her legs were steel springs. Another glimpse proved it was a Cotton Mouth, and it was poisonous. But…”How’d you know it was my bathroom window?” she demanded.

     Travis began backing out of the bathroom. “I didn’t know it was your bathroom window, missus, only that it was somebody’s window. You’re all right, you didn’t get bit?” He said.

     “No, I’m fine.” She said.

     “You can say that again. Well, sorry for the interruption, ma’am, hang on—“ he bundled the squirming remains in two more towels, then pitched them through the window back into the swamp beyond. –“Good evenin’, to ya, ma’am.” He closed the 
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door behind him…partially.

     “It’s LISA, Lisa Jundstki…and what’s your name, anyhow?” She called out as she fought to cover herself with the towel.

     “Travis Randall, Ma’am. I own the boat mechanic shop across the way, there. My best friend owns this motel.” He said from beyond the door

     “Well, Travis, I owe you a beer. Maybe I’ll see you tomorrow.”

     “Maybe so, ma’am. Good night.” There were footsteps leading out of the motel room, and then the CLICK of the door opening and closing; Lisa wondered oddly how he’d entered in the first place…but if his best friend owned the motel, that could explain the whole thing. She got out of the shower and looked at the bathroom window. Yes, there was a crack there; big enough to admit a snake. Interesting.

     An hour later, just before sundown, Rick entered the motel room with a hang-dog look on his face, and two paper bags. One had the neck of a whiskey bottle clearly emerging from it; Justine saw it and sighed. He set the bags down on the room’s one small table, and opened the other one.

     He withdrew a dazzling array of freshly picked wildflowers from the other, filling their room with the scents and colors of hyacinths, oleanders and crocuses.

He offered them to her in an impromptu bouquet. “Well, it wasn’t a total loss. That swamp sure has a lot of plants.” He drawled, his eyes now looking less like a hang-dog and more like a puppy. There was a hot feeling in her chest as she accepted them, smiled, but inwardly cursed Rick in the same breath. Bastard! I need to break up with you, and you do this! You COULD have just kept drinking and turned into an asshole and given me a REASON, but you had to do THIS. Damn you…
     “They’re beautiful, Rick, thank you. Thank you very much.” She clutched the flowers closely, savoring their scents. Maybe she’d misjudged him, after all…

     “Hey, don’t mention it, sweetness. Sorry if I cramped your style on the boat, but this isn’t my usual scene, y’know?” Rick said, and suddenly realized there were two beds.

     “I know. I thought you could use a change from your usual scene, but never mind. How’d it go out there?” Still clutching the flowers, Lisa reclined on her bed in her bathrobe, showing a heartbreaking amount of toned thighs without realizing it.

     “The freakin’ evidence was gone.” Rick growled. He began pouring whiskey into one of the motel room’s cheap plastic tumblers. 

     “Gone?!” Lisa blurted. “Well…maybe animals…”

     “I ain’t met the animal yet that could eat a shackle and a length of steel chain.” Rick said, and tossed back a shot. “Well, I know Gators will eat most anything, but they’d have to eat a whole chain right off of a tree…and they’d have to lick a lot of 
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blood off that hummock. No way. That scene was sterilized, someone had gotten to it after we did.” He poured himself another shot, paused to look at it in a maybe-not fashion, then shrugged and swallowed it.

     “Then…what are you gonna do?” 

     He lifted an eyebrow. “I’ve already done it. I found a body, I notified the authorities. The authorities found nothing, there is no evidence, ergo there is no case, so it’s Miller time. Would you care for a drink?”

     “Okay, hook me up.” She said. 

     He gave her a whiskey over ice, then began channel-surfing on the room’s TV. 

He finally settled on HBO’s Six Feet Under , and sat next to her on the bed. “You said ‘sexless’ alligators had been found in the swamp.”

     She nodded. Other biologists working for the Defenders of Wildlife had confirmed it well before she’d gotten her grant. “Sexless, hermaphroditic, albino, blind, limbless, you name it. Mercury pollution’s cranking out every mutation in the book.”

     “Any reports of a bipedal alligator?” He said, and began massaging her back.

     She frowned at him. “One that walks upright?”

     “I believe that’s the term.”

     “Oh, come on, Rick, that’s impossible!”

     “Is it? They’re supposed to be relatives of the dinosaurs, right? And didn’t the Tyrannosaurus Rex walk upright?” Perhaps his line of inquiry was irritating her, for she didn’t seem to be responding to his massage. 

     “What the hell brought this up, anyway?”

     “Something the Sheriff said. This local legend—‘Bonecrusher’—an alligator that walks upright. But, as you say, it’s improbable.”

     “No, I said it was impossible.”

     “Nothing is impossible, darling.” He said, and waited for her to sip and set her drink down, then kissed her on the neck. 

     She did not shrink away, but she didn’t respond much, either. He reined in a sigh of disappointment and pretended to watch the show. After she took another sip, he tried again, with the same results. He sighed, got up, and flopped onto the other bed.

“Guess there’s a reason you got us two beds.” He grumbled.

     She looked at him, trying to soften the blow. “Rick, you’re…a nice guy.” And he was, he was a dedicated public servant, he’d saved lives, he was reasonably intelligent and kind, he was fit and muscular although not particularly handsome, with his old-school hairstyle and haunted eyes. “But…the chemistry isn’t there. I think you feel that, too. And I’m not going to get you all cranked up for nothing. I’m sorry, but it’s better that way, and you know it.”

     He looked at her…BLAM! Tusgrin is DOWN, ten yards from the goal line! He 
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fought down the whiskey and passion, and tried to see past her long honey-colored hair and sleek body, and decided she was right. But did she have to be? “Maybe sometimes the chemistry has to be created, Lisa. Have you ever thought of that? I find it hard to believe it took five dates for you to discover the ‘chemistry’ wasn’t there.”

     “Rick, I’m a virgin…”

     “I know. Congratulations.”

     “I’m waiting ‘til marriage, I don’t want my first time to be at the Cajun Queen Motel, for crying out loud…”

     “But you had no qualms about bringing me here.” He said acidly.

     Stung, she stood up and threw her drink in the trashcan. “Oh, DAMN, I’m sorry, a whole MONTH of companionship without sex! You poor man, you must be in hell! 

What would you like, a handjob or a blowjob? Your wish is my command, Master.”

     He looked at her, sighed, then back at the TV. “Sit down.”

     Lisa’s steadfast virginity did impress someone, unfortunately the wrong  someone. Hank set down his earphones at the Cajun Queen’s front desk and picked up the phone.

     “Travis?”

     “Tell me some good news, Hank.”

     “Oh yeah. That, uh, special order you wanted, it just came in. It’s ahhh—“ He checked the register and tried to think of a subtle code-word. “Size seventeen.”

     “Seventeen? Excellent. I think I saw that special just this afternoon. So tell me, what kind of car did she have?”

     It had been a bad day all around for Robert Stackhouse. Ten hours at Quality Aquamechanics…including muscling in all kinds of huge compressed air and gas tanks, each one the size of a WWII torpedo…then a little unpaid side trip out into the Woolly Swamp to clean up some freakin’ body parts.
     Travis, man, you don’t have anywhere NEAR enough money to get me to do something like THIS.

     I’ve got SOME money, though, Robert, a damned nice chunk of it. And I’ve got something else you might like…

     One of the boats? Robert had suggested.

     Man, you already know what’s mine is yours. I mean somethin’ else. How does eternal youth sound to ya?

     Robert had laughed himself silly, until Travis had opened a scrapbook and revealed an ancient daguerreotype of a Confederate platoon. This is me when I had 
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sideburns…

     The same platoon had Earl from the Gatorhouse, and Hank from the Cajun Queen. You see, Ponce De Leon didn’t find the Fountain of Youth, Robert. WE did. Only thing is, it’s guarded by the Granddaddy of all alligators. But we were able to make a deal with him. Do you want to get in on it?

     Suddenly, reclaiming a fly-covered severed leg and cleaning up some blood didn’t seem all that difficult. In fact, after using the airboat’s fanblades as an impromptu wood-chipper, the leg was just plain gone, turned into a protein-rich stew for the various animals of the Woolly Swamp. It disgusted him slightly, but he reminded himself it was just a leg. It wasn’t him that’d done the killing.

     He stayed out in the swamp for a few more hours hunting gator, bagged a few, and then cruised back well after sunset, daydreaming about the new motorcycle he’d buy with his bonus. The Gatorhouse and the businesses around it were already closed, and nobody seemed to be around

     He killed the engine near Bo’s Airboat Tours and let momentum carry the airboat forward towards Travis’s shop, the way he normally did.

     Only this time, the momentum stopped, along with the airboat, hard enough to jerk him from the pilot’s seat. What the hell? Did I run aground on something HERE? Impossible…

     Not quite. As he went to start the engine again, he noticed something at the prow of the airboat. It looked like eight trails of thick green liquid spilling over the side of the boat, but the spills stopped about a foot into the boat. Then he looked closer.

     They weren’t spills of any sort. They were eight thick, reptilian claws, each almost a foot long and three inches wide, each tipped with a wickedly hooked black talon.

     Now the boat was upending, the prow tilting toward a huge shadow that was rising out of the swampwater. 

     Now he heard the impossible, guttural, ancient voice speak his name.

     “RRRRrrrrrrobbbbbberrrrrrrtttttttt…” It was like the croak of a bullfrog that had learned to speak English. Too bad it wasn’t a bullfrog. “Youuuu tookkkk the LEGGGG, Rrrobbbberrrttt…” The voice growled…and it wasn’t a huge shadow anymore, it was a scaly, moving wall of ancient, armored muscles that looked like an alligator and walked like a man. It was Bonecrusher.

     “Annnnnd I wasnnnn’ttt FINNNNNISSSSSHEDDD!!!”

     Having been thrown forward by the tilting of the airboat, Robert scuttled backwards like a crab and ripped his 9mm pistol from his shoulder holster. In the midst of his panic he thought Never mind how it can SPEAK, how the HELL does it KNOW MY NAME?! He forgot all about re-starting the engine, and concentrated on shooting Bonecrusher in the head. He had an easy target; right into the stalactite-
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lined cave that was its mouth. Bullet after bullet went into the creature…but all it did was move its head from side to side, and bellow with rage. Bloody foam coursed out of its gargantuan jaws.

     Bonecrusher had lifted most of its colossal torso onto the boat, swamping it fast. The great beast moved forward as Robert finally got to his feet again. He was down to his last bullet, and he remembered his father’s old admonition If twelve don’t get ‘em, save one for yourself. Twelve shots hadn’t even slowed the thing down, but Robert wasn’t going out like that. He could swim, and run, and the docks were only a few yards away. He shot it one last time, then he turned to dive off the boat into the swamp. It’s only a couple yards, I can make it—
     There was a fast swishing sound, the last thing he ever heard, as Bonecrusher’s twelve-foot-long tail smashed into him like a wrecking ball, shattering his cranium, collarbone, ribs and spine. Robert Stackhouse’s last bad day came to an abrupt end as his pulverized body splashed into the swamp. Bonecrusher made a low chuckling sound as he slithered off the sinking airboat towards the corpse.

      The thirteen gunshots could clearly be heard outside the motel. For a moment Rick’s dream of Lisa sans bathrobe was replaced by a more harrowing one of Desert Storm. Then he was shaken out of sleep by a frantic Lisa, who herself was shaking so bad her bathrobe was opening most fetchingly.

     “Hmmmm…wha…whatizit?” He grumbled as he woke.

     “Rick, there’s gunfire going on outside!” She whispered fearfully.

     He rose, frowning. “From where?”

     “Sounded like it was coming from out back.” 

     The only rear window was in the bathroom. Rick stumbled into it and looked out the window. The glass was opaque, but it had a large crack in its corner. He peered through it, and could only see trees dripping with Spanish moss. There was no more gunfire, and the tree frogs had resumed their endless chorus. He sighed and left the bathroom, then strode to the door and checked the locks. Both were in place.

     “I couldn’t see anything.” He muttered, then climbed back into his bed.

     “But…aren’t you going to check it out?” She murmured.

     “Hmmm. Let me think, I’m out of my jurisdiction, I don’t have a gun…do you have a gun?” He asked.

     “No.”

     “Then go back to sleep.” He grumbled, and did so himself.

     A few people did check it out, however: Travis and Earl. By the time they’d gotten to the docks, the only thing they could see was the huge fan of a swamped airboat…one of Travis’s…jutting from the water. Travis cursed under his breath. 
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All of his boats were accounted for, except the one he’d loaned Robert. Robert was an expert pilot and mechanic in his own right. So this, combined with the gunfire, could only mean one thing. “Goddamn…”

     “Jesus…it killed Stacks…” Earl whispered.

     “If it did, we might be next. And that ain’t gonna happen. We gotta get that virgin out there tonight.” Travis said with finality. “Get Hank, and the key to room 17 of the motel. I’ll meet you there in ten minutes. I gotta get somethin’.”

     “Travis, Cutler’s already been to the swamp today. Somebody had to have called the cops about those gunshots. There’s gonna be too much heat…”

     Travis grabbed Earl’s wrist in a vise-like grip. He shoved Earl’s quickly-gnarling hand up towards his face. “Look at yourself. Now look at me.” Earl did, and shuddered. “To hell with the heat, do you want to die?” Travis snarled. Earl shook his head. “I didn’t think so. Now get movin’.”

      Lisa stirred at the sound of the door’s security chain being snapped, but by the time she opened her eyes, Travis’s father was standing over her…or perhaps it was his older brother, or his uncle. It couldn’t be Travis himself, not with all those leathery wrinkles ruining his good ol’ boy looks. Whoever he was, he was already covering her nose and mouth with a chloroform-soaked rag. She fought back in panic for a moment, her shrieks muffled by the gag. In the corner of her eye, she saw two other men giving Rick the same treatment. As the chloroform stole her consciousness, the last thing she felt was being lifted and carried.

      By the time Rick regained consciousness, she was already on an airboat, well on her way into the depths of the swamp.

     He woke from a nightmare in which Lisa had been kidnapped right out from under him. He woke to a raging, pounding hangover, from something beyond alcohol…and discovered the nightmare was real. Lisa was gone. The door was wide open, and the security chain had been snapped, probably with bolt-cutters. But the door’s lock and frame were intact, which could only mean one thing. Rick got up and tried the phone. It was dead, as dead as Lisa was, or would be soon. He dressed like a drunken soldier five minutes late for formation, then raced outside.

     Lisa’s car was gone.

     No…she didn’t leave me. But whoever did it wants it to look that way. He 

Raced down the sidewalk and into the Motel’s office.

     The manager looked up in surprise and irritation, dropping a dog-eared copy of Celebrity Skin. He looked older than Rick had remembered, but that wasn’t his primary concern.

     “Sir? What seems to be the prob—“ Hank began.
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     “WHERE IS SHE?!” Rick thundered, vaulting the counter.

     “Where’s who—HEY! You can’t come back here—“ Hank began, then opened his desk drawer for the snubnose .38 he kept inside for just such an occasion. But Rick was already over the counter, and by the time Hank had the gun free of the drawer, Rick was on him like crust on a pie.  Hank fired the gun…straight up into the ceiling, as Rick forced his arm upwards and back, then back farther still until his shoulder was on the verge of dislocation. Hank thrashed and punched with his free hand, but he was aging too fast to put up the fight he once could have.

     Rick had both hands locked onto Hank’s wrist, as was forcing the barrel of the gun away from him even as he tried to wrench it from Hank’s grip. “Stupid redneck! Next time break the door down, instead of using your own damned key. Looks more convincing that way…” Rick growled. He had the upper hand, and the reason why he had the upper hand was becoming apparent: the manager was aging at a visible rate, his face pebbling with wrinkles, his hair falling out onto the desk.

Progeria? Rick guessed as he fought for the gun. “Now where the hell IS she?!”

     A chain reaction of thoughts raced through Hank’s brain: It’s too late, even if I get one of the eggs now, I’ll have waited too long…They should’ve shot this guy…Even if I can beat him, there’re going to be too many questions…I can’t tell him anything, it’ll ruin everything for the boys…Ah, hell, it’s been a good long life anyway…a damned sight longer than his will be…okay, let’s do it…

     Hank smiled insolently at Rick, and spit a tooth at him in contempt. “She’s in the backseat of my car.” He muttered. Then he relaxed, letting Rick push the gun toward him. When Hank saw the barrel line up with his own eye, he pulled the trigger.

     The hummock was in sight, and Travis and Earl began to relax slightly. Lisa was a motionless lump at their feet, covered with a tarp. They were still aging at an ungodly rate, but it would be okay. Bonecrusher would get his virgin, he’d turn over the eggs, they’d get their youth back, and things would return to normal…if a century of ritual killings could be considered normal. 

     With that on their minds, and the hummock only a few yards away, they forgot that although they’d chloroformed Lisa, neither of them had bothered to tie her up.

     Earl felt a tooth sliding loose in his upper jaw; he used his tongue to probe at it as he pulled the tarp off of Lisa…to see her glaring at him in fury, and swinging Travis’ machete up towards him with surprising speed.

     “She’s awake!” Earl cried, and reflexively shielded his body with his hand. The blade of the machete hacked into his wrist straight to the bone.  Earl screamed and clutched at his nearly severed wrist, then frantically kicked Lisa back down as she sought to get up. Blood surged down his arm as he reached for the bucket of 
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Chloroform and the rags inside, but Lisa scissored her legs around, slamming her instep behind Earl’s leg as her other heel crushed into his knee. With another howl of pain he overbalanced and fell out of the boat, splashing into the swamp.

     Travis killed the engine and let the airboat ground itself on the hummock, then turned to Lisa.

     She was on her feet now, in an Aikido stance, aiming the machete at him with none of her fury abated. “You should’ve settled for that beer I owed you, Travis.”

     His withering face frowned at her. “Without giving you a guided tour of some real natural wonders, ma’am? Please…” He fired his .357 pistol from the hip, without unholstering it. As such, two of his shots missed, but the third tore through her forearm. Lisa screamed in pain and the machete fell from her shocked fingers.

He planted his boot on it, then drew the gun in earnest and aimed at her face.  She shrank away from him, clutching at her wounded arm. 

     “This way, please.” He said, motioning her towards the hummock.

     Rick was unsure of what to say to the 911 operator, so he simply dialed the number and left the phone off the hook. The police would zero in on the call from standard procedure. He left the office, and Hank’s fast-withering corpse, taking the gun with him. He’d gotten out of worse legal quagmires before.

     Bo’s Airboat Tours was inconveniently closed for the night, but Rick had scoped out the trailer earlier, guessing it served as both a business office and place of residence. He pounded on the locked door for three minutes straight until a bleary-eyed Bo peered through the blinds. “What the hell--?!”

     “BO! It’s me, this is an emergency! Somebody’s kidnapped Lisa, I think they’re taking her to that—that place in the swamp! I need an airboat now, Bo, I’ll pay double—triple—WHATEVER, just let me rent an airboat!” Rick babbled.

     Bo squinted at him. “You know how to pilot an airboat, son?”

     Rick stopped gasping in panic. “Uhh—no.”

     “Then get out of the way.”

     Earl spent a good couple of minutes screaming, thrashing and bleeding in the shallow water beside the airboat, until Travis yelled at him to stand up. He did, and realized he was only waist-deep at that point. He would’ve looked embarrassed if he hadn’t been in pain. Still clutching at his arm, he staggered up out of the water onto the hummock, where Travis had forced Lisa at gunpoint up against its lone tree.

     “You’re getting old pretty fast, there, Travis.” Lisa mocked him.

     The thing that had been Travis Crandall shrugged. “I ain’t getting old, I am old, city woman. Hell, I fought for the South…and like the song goes, we will rise again.”

     “I suppose that’s the reason you brought me here…why Rick said he found a 
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body here. Virgin sacrifices…to freakin’ alligators? No wonder the South lost.” She said acidly, then instantly regretted it. She couldn’t goad them into losing their tempers, she had to play for time.

     Travis took a road flare from his back pocket and lit it, dropping it at his feet. A crimson glare lit up the hummock. “I don’t make the rules, ma’am. Hell, I wish Bonecrusher wanted whores…junkies…crooks! Then we’d be doing a public service! But he seems to prefer virgins…who knows, maybe he thinks he’s a dragon or somethin’.” His voice actually seemed to contain sympathy, but it was dwindling into a gravelly croak.  

     “Travis…I’m bleedin’ pretty bad, here…” Earl whispered.

     “Awwww. Then bandage yourself, ya idjit.” Travis nodded towards the airboat.

Earl staggered towards it, fell, then staggered a little further.  He was aging at least as fast as Travis was, and bleeding everywhere…”Hurry up, damnit, you’re bleeding all over my boat!” Travis snarled.

     Lisa realized with deepening horror that playing for time was no longer to her advantage. She was bleeding somewhat nicely herself…and with the amount of blood Earl had already spilled into the swamp, the hummock would soon be the Woolly Swamp’s equivalent of an all-you-can-eat buffet.

     Rick checked the .38 again as Bo started the airboat’s engine. He had four shots left…and he’d never been the perfect marksman, either. Luckily Bo had come loaded for bear, with a 12-gauge over and under shotgun.

     “This girl o’ yours…she a virgin?” Bo asked.

     “So she says.” Rick sighed. “I’ve never gotten her to the point of proving it.”

     Bo made a low chuckling sound. “Damn shame. If you’d have put the boots to her, this might not have happened.”

     ‘Put the boots to her’ Rick thought darkly. These guys are real poets. “What the hell difference does her virginity make?” Rick asked, then noticed they were going in the wrong direction. “Hey, we need to go the other way—“

     “No, we need to get gas first, or we won’t make it half-way there.” Bo pulled up to the pump-island at the end of Travis’s docks, stopping expertly. Rick grabbed the pump handle and passed it back to him.

     “Here…so, this might not have happened if she wasn’t a virgin? What, do these swamp-rats make virgin sacrifices to alligators?”

     Bo started pumping. “Shee-it. Maybe a thousand years ago, they did. Now they just make sacrifices to Bonecrusher.”

     Rick frowned. “What’s the difference?”
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     “Bonecrusher ain’t an alligator.”

     “But you said…” nobody ever saw it and lived… Rick remembered, and if it was true, it only meant one thing. 

     Rick snatched up the shotgun at the same time Bo withdrew the gas nozzle from the airboat’s fuel tank…and sprayed Rick liberally with a geyser of gas. Rick gasped and choked, aimed the shotgun at Bo and pulled the triggers. 

     Nothing happened.

     “Easy there, city boy. You fire a shotgun when you’re all covered in gas, bad things can happen. Give me the shotgun back.” Bo growled. 

     Rick leapt off the boat onto the docks, then whirled and aimed at Bo again. “Give me Lisa back.”

     Bo shook his head, and smiled with teeth that looked like greenish-white cones. “She’s mine. Just like everything in the swamp.” Bo calmly recapped his gas tank and stepped forwards, towards the dock. He replaced the gas nozzle on the pump, and kept coming at a leisurely pace. “You really should have put the boots to her while you had the chance.” He chuckled, and tilted his head, popping his neck. “I’ll still take you to see her, though, how would you like that?” His chuckle became a low, gurgling laugh, as more popping sounds erupted from his neck, and back, and limbs. Madness became visible in the moonlight as Bo’s flesh pebbled and rippled into scales right before Rick’s eyes. A green flush pulsed across his huge body; black talons jutted from his fingertips. His Wal-Mart clothing burst off of his body as his mass doubled in size, and his jaws surged forward as the top of his head collapsed backwards. 

     Rick backed up, way up. The shotgun wavered in his grip. He tore his eyes away from the Leviathan that still moved towards him, and saw that the safety catch was still in place on the shotgun. He clicked them off.

     “Ggggo aheaddddd andddd SSSSSSHOOT…” The creature bellowed at him.

     “Don’t mind if I do.” Rick said, and shot the gas pumps.

     Earl had finally applied a sloppy bandage to his wrist, though it continued to bleed. Then he hefted Travis’s machete. “Hey, Travis, is there any rule about cuttin’ one of her arms or legs off, as long as she lives?”

     But Travis didn’t answer. He was still aiming at Lisa, but staring at a different spot on the hummock.

     Travis…a familiar voice called, one that only he could hear. I’ve been waiting for you…
     Justine materialized a few paces to Lisa’s left. She smiled at Travis. One moment she was a beautiful naked woman, the next she was a gory corpse. And I’ve made all kinds of new friends…
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     Earl met one of them as he stepped off the airboat, not noticing the two sets of eyes and nostrils barely rising above the water at the edge of the hummock. Before he took another step, an alligator snapped its jaws shut on his foot. Earl screamed, falling backwards into the water. “TRAVIS…HELP ME!” He cried again, hacking at the first alligator with the machete. The blade bit deeply into the reptile’s hide, but another alligator had moved in, biting his other leg.

     Travis hadn’t seemed to hear him. He stared at a patch of empty air next to Lisa, then said “Shut up! You’re dead!” And fired twice, at nothing. Lisa leapt aside, hiding behind the tree. He hadn’t seemed to notice.

     “TRAVIS—“ Earl called one last time, and was pulled beneath the water.

     The specter of Justine laughed, and vanished. Travis snapped out of his trance, and whirled to look at the boiling, bloodstained water a few yards away where alligators fought over choice bits of Earl. “Earl—“ He aimed his pistol at the maelstrom of teeth and claws.

     “He said to help him.” Lisa hissed, charging out of hiding to kick Travis hard in the back. One shot went wild as Travis tumbled forward, off of the hummock and into the foaming, roiling water. A moment later he was dragged under. 

     There were two alligators slithering onto the hummock now, cutting off her route to the airboat. Lisa raced back to the tree and started climbing. 

     The fireball from the gas pumps had blown Bonecrusher five yards off of the destroyed docks into the water. Rick had turned and ran as soon as he’d fired, but the blast had surged close enough to ignite his own clothing. Before he became a human torch, he leapt off the docks into the water, drowning the flames even as they sprang to life on his body. Agony flared and faded. He surfaced next to a moored airboat and reached over its prow, desperately hauling himself back out of the water. If I can find a way to start this thing, maybe I can get to Lisa.

     Then something rammed the airboat, knocking Rick off of his feet. Water blasted up over the sides, along with a reptilian roar of fury. Whatever the thing was, he hadn’t killed it, he’d just made it angry. Rick saw the offices of Quality Aquamechanics a few yards from the docks. He scrambled off of the boat and raced towards it, halting just a moment to retrieve the fallen shotgun.

     Bonecrusher burst up from under the docks, smashing through the wooden planks like kindling. A moment later it was on the docks, and hurtling towards him. He fired the shotgun at it; it halted the thing’s momentum, but then it kept coming.

     A helicopter was overhead now, and he could hear police sirens coming closer…although he doubted they’d arrive in time to save him. Rick blasted out one of the office’s windows with the shotgun, then dived through it into the building.

      He crashed over a desk and chair, landing in a darkened office. He got his feet 

K.K./Bonecrusher/23

unsteadily, wheezing with pain. Behind him came the monstrous battering of Bonecrusher as it smashed against the window frame, trying to make an opening large enough for its titanic body. Rick gave it the finger, then staggered through the next door, deeper into the shop.  He locked the door behind, emitting a feeble laugh as he did so. God, let there be SOMETHING in here…

     Turning on the lights, he saw that he was in the main mechanic’s bay. Searching frantically, he saw hammers, crowbars, acetylene torches and other things that would make the lycanthrope laugh. 

      Then he saw something else.

      A moment later the entire building shook as the great beast surged into the destroyed office, and smashed at the locked door separating it from Rick. It held fast for seven seconds, then a final blow from its tail smashed it off of its hinges.

It entered the bay, roaring.

      Rick whistled to it. “Hey, lookin’ for me?” He stood behind a workbench loaded with equipment a dozen yards away, holding up a hammer. “Come and get me. C’mon…”

     Bonecrusher charged forwards.

     “Poppa needs a new pair of shoes!” Rick snarled, and brought the hammer down, snapping the nozzle off of the largest of the acetylene tanks.

     A huge amount of compressed gas suddenly found release, and the tank shot off of the workbench with the force of a torpedo. It smashed into the monster at over a hundred miles an hour, burying itself in its chest, then lifting the creature off its feet and propelling it through the far wall, back into the Woolly Swamp.  

     Rick stumbled backwards against the wall, breathing in ragged gasps, surplus adrenaline bursting from his pores. A moment later a policeman came through the door Bonecrusher had torn down.

     “You all right?”

     Rick nodded wearily.

     “What the hell was that thing?”

     “A shitload of expensive luggage. Listen, there’s a lady trapped in the swamp that needs help. Let me talk to your chopper pilot.”

     Lisa looked down from her perch in the tree. Eight feet below her, no less than six alligators waited on the hummock, eagerly waiting to discuss current events with her. Blood dripped from her aching arm, but she remained confident that she really could stay up there all night. 

     Then the sound of a helicopter reached her ears, and her heart flooded with relief, although she couldn’t think of a way to signal to it without losing her grip.
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The sound got louder, and a cone of light speared down from the sky, searching the swamp.  The spotlight found the airboat, then the hummock itself.

     “HERE! I’M DOWN HERE!” She screamed.

     An amplified voice came from above. “Stay where you are, ma’am, we’re going to get you out of there. Airboats’ll be there in a minute. Just stay where you are.”

She nodded, and saw more lights in the distance coming closer. Airboats.

     Then the amplified voice crackled and changed, becoming much more familiar. “Hey, Lisa…still want to wait ‘til marriage?”

     The Airboat engines and helicopter blades drowned out her reply.

