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The Darkling
By Mace Tawney

Illustration by Darsi Ward

His o v e r a l l s  w e r e  b r o w n  w ith  
dirt and  s o i l e d  w ith  p a t c h e s  ol 
grease. Y ellow  tee th  and a hint of 
brown in the cracks and corners of 
his lips b etrayed  the h ea v y  u se  of 
to b a c c o .  H is  la r g e  h a n d s  w e r e  

: rough with callouses;  and a tan,
wrinkled face, m uch like that of a 
raisin, sh o w ed  s ign s  of w ear  from  
the sun. His physica l ap p earan ce  
didn’t m atter m uch to Tood; what  

! mattered w as that he w a s  a farmer  
and a good one to boot. B etter  still, 
he lived in Green Valley, n est led  
among the foothills of the Wichita  
Mountains, or sim ply  God’s coun-  

; try, a s  h e  p r e f e r r e d  to  ca l l  it. 
Everything he n eed ed  to live and  
prosper  w a s  th e r e ,  and w hat  
w a s n ’t c o u ld  be  b o u g h t  at th e  

I general store in Mountain View.
Over the years, T ood ’s farm had 

, b e e n  q u ite  s u c c e s s f u l ,  and  th is  
year w as no exception . H ow ever,  
th ere  w a s  o n e  m in o r  p r o b le m  
which w as rapidly grow ing into a 
major one: s o m e t h i n g  had  b e e n  
stealthily s tea ling  his fryers.

T ood k e p t  h is  c h i c k e n s  in a 
secure pen which he had p a in ­
stakingly built himself. The chicken 
wire ran three-fourths of the way  
around the pen, with tw o  tw o -b y ­
tw e lves  running along the bottom. 
R oofing  c o n s i s t e d  of a s h e e t  of  
rusting tin, and though partially  
open, it kept out predators. The  

> hen house itself provided the fourth 
wall.

E veryth ing  about the pen w as  
s e c u r e .  Y et  it n e v e r  fa i le d  that  
e v e r y  three  or four w e e k s ,  Tood  
w ould go out and d isco v er  so m e  of 
h is  m o s t  p r o m is in g  f r y e r s  g o n e .  
No s ig n s  of digg ing  or o p en in g s  in 
the wire or boards could be found. 
Tood w a s  losing  ch ick en s  to som e-  
thing that w as sly  en ou gh  to get in 
and out of the pen without leaving  
a trace of its presen ce .

In order to try to e x t in gu ish  the 
problem , Tood tied tw o o f  his dogs  
to the hen hou se ,  one to the front 
and the other  to the back. If a n y ­
th in g  a p p r o a c h e d  h is  c h ic k e n s ,  
the dogs  would at least  g ive  him a 
sufficient warning. The dogs never  
o n c e  b a r k e d  d u r in g  th e ir  lo n g  
w a tc h  at n ig h t ,  and five  d a y s  
p a sse d  w ithout incident. But on 
th e  s ix th  d a y ,  T o o d  d i s c o v e r e d  
that tw o  more fryers w ere  gone,  
and no sound had b een  heard from  
the dogs.

Tood d ec ided  to change  his ta c ­
tics. He laid traps out around the  
pen in all d irections so  that a n y ­
thing that m oved  near it woidd be 
caught in an instant. D ays  passed ,  
and while not one trap w as sprung, 
he still lost more fryers.

It becam e apparent that w h a t­
e v e r  w a s  s t e a l in g  th e  c h ic k e n s  
w as quite c lev er --c lev er  enough  
to skirt around the traps and not 
p r o v o k e  h is  d o g s .  T ood  f in a l ly  
d ec id ed  that the only way to catch

this th ief w a s  to k e e p  w atch  all 
night himself.

He c lim bed into the hen house  
and began  his vigil, and tw o  nights  
p a s s e d  w i th o u t  r e s u l t .  On th e  
third night, h o w ev er .  T ood ’s p e r ­
s i s t e n c e  p a id  off. A s  th e  h ou r  
before daw n approached, he began  
to realize  that he w a s  no longer  
alone. The entrance of the creature  
w as so  quiet that only the prickling  
of th e  h a ir  a lo n g  h is  n e c k  and  
sp ine  betrayed  its p resen ce .  A d ­
r e n a l in  p u m p e d  q u ic k ly  w ith in  
T o o d ’s body. He leap ed  blindly at 
the creature, pinning it b e tw e e n  
his body and the ground. Lighting  
h is  la n t e r n ,  T o o d  h e ld  th e  l ight  
o v e r  th e  th ie f  in a n t ic ip a t io n  of  
finally se e in g  w hat had been  tor­
m e n t in g  h is  f r y e r s  for so  m a n y  
w eek s .

Tood stood  in shock  as a high, 
w hining voice shr ieked , “ Doan hit 
me, M issuh Hardin! P lea se  doan  
hit m e!”

Lying before him w as the daugh­
ter of one of his field hands, d is ­
gu ised  within her ow n skin. ■
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