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	NOTES

	In the world of commercial eBook sales, all financially meaningful roads lead to exploitive profiteers and funding fascism. I will no longer contribute to this problem. My art has ascended.

	Meaning, if you paid for this eBook, demand your money back. Feel free to share your at with me if you’d like to pay for reading this or any other of my works: eddiegenerous@gmail.com

	 

	Also, I read somewhere that semicolons were disappearing, so I tried to give all those homeless semicolons a home here.

	 

	Double also, what’s the point of following the publication ‘rules’ when you no longer acquire editor or crowd approval?

	 


PROLOGUE

	On a marble end table with golden accents, a cordless telephone rang, and rang, and rang. Suzy Brogan was due to meet her friend Bernice Petersson for tea and cookies at The Lily Pad. They’d been holding this appointment for more than six straight years; never had Suzy missed a visit—at least not without having warned Bernice in advance. The cellphone on the kitchen counter began to ring and vibrate in pulses.

	Neither phone would be answered today, or tomorrow, or ever.

	Suzy Brogan lay in her bathroom, cold and stiff and very blue. Her face was contorted, the pain of her final moments etched into her expression. A rubber-handled screwdriver with six different fittings orbiting the base jutted from the back of her skull. A red halo on the floor had gone crusty black around the edges and anywhere it seeped into the dusty crevices of the aged linoleum. 

	She’d been brushing her teeth, holding a one-sided conversation with her husband, Colonel Andrew Brogan. He’d been in the shower, replacing a stainless-steel cover that had gone green and blue around the edges. They’d been in the home 31 years; it was no surprise that shit all over needed replaced. 

	“I really don’t understand why she continues to carry that fool. She’s so pretty; she could have anybody. You ask me, his music is terrible anyway.”

	Andrew could only grunt. To his knowledge, his wife had never listened to any hip-hop with the intention of enjoying it. As to why she gave a fuck about Kim and Kanye he couldn’t—

	As it had four times prior in the last six months, Andrew’s mind soured. He looked at the screwdriver in his hand and thought, I got just the thing to shut that goddamned mouth, when he stepped out of the shower, clothed and armed with a Mastercraft screwdriver. The flathead fitting worked like a wedge, passing through flesh and bone, making space for the much wider shank. 

	She fell into a jittery fit, her legs almost as busy as her eyes as they shucked and jived in their sockets. Andrew watched the disconnected dance as she appeared to look everywhere at once. Everything else above the waist remained solid, still as a cigar store Indian of yore. 

	As it would in three days—when Suzy missed her visit with Bernice—the landline telephone began ringing on the marble table. Thoughtlessly, Andrew departed the washroom and made for the living room. He stared at the phone. The name on the display was Dr. Djibo.

	“No tacos. No pizza shoes,” he said, and once the ringing had ceased for about 30 seconds, the phone began to beep, bloated with message. He lifted the receiver and punched in a number he couldn’t have said. He listened to the prompts twice, his mind throwing distracting frisbees of thought as if to make him fight to keep on subject.

	Finally, he gave up and set the receiver back into its cradle.

	Had he answered, he might’ve discovered he had a massive tumor that was actively cutting off circulation to parts of his brain, which would explain the blackouts, headaches, and aggressive behaviour he’d discussed with the doc’ during prior visits. He’d never spoken of the paranoia he felt, nor the delusions of importance.

	His business at the laboratory was top secret.

	—

	Gentle Gertie and her two younger siblings, Fuzzy Fran and Snub-faced Sally, were discretely loaded into a box truck. Each bear had her own cage. Gertie was the eldest by three months, aged seven months now, and was thusly much larger. Though still a youth, her cage had been designed for the movement of animals like rhinos and elephants. Fran and Sally fit into the kind of enclosure fit for a polar bear or large grizzly. 

	Andrew had used a forklift to load them but had no idea of how he’d get them out once he reached the Yukon and the fishing camp he’d inherited from his parents. Thinking ahead was no longer a speciality. He was on the road about an hour northeast of Stewart and three hours south of Dease Lake. Between the two map markers were trees, mountains, and wild things, a few lonely gas stations with exorbitant prices per litre. 

	A moose about as big as the front of the truck stepped onto the asphalt. “Kitty litter house,” he said, yanking the wheel left. The truck crossed the yellow lines and then the opposing lane before launching into a green ravine. The front end hit dirt and stone, tipping the back end over, sending the box truck into a tri-roll. 

	It happened so quickly that Andrew didn’t understand.

	The roof had caved in, pinning his right bicep over the steering wheel. He tried to yank himself free, even as he heard the violent thrashing of his cargo. 

	Hours mounted. The sun disappeared. Andrew slept fitfully, dreaming of his wife and their children.

	At 9:16 PM, the steel of the box truck’s wall crumpled outward, behind it came the great roar of Gentle Gertie. Andrew watched the world, confused by where he was and what that beast reaching in through the smashed windshield wanted. 

	“Glue!” he shouted, surely meaning hey! or no! or git!

	Gertie’s great claws sank into Andrew’s scalp. 

	“Oooog!” he moaned.

	Gertie dragged him as far as his pinned arm would allow, then began yanking and beating upon the man and the truck. Andrew remained conscious, but shock had crowded away the pain. He looked through the fuzzy claws to his shoulder as the flesh and tendons streeeeetched before tearing with a saucy sounding heuck! before bones began snapping and steel began to crinkle. 

	He was on the forest floor, the entire accident camouflaged by thick foliage, peering up into the shadowy undersides of countless pines and cedars and spruce trees. Gertie put her face next to the man who’d overseen the science of her existence, the man who foresaw the military potential of a mammoth bear-like beast. Her mouth stretched wide, wide, wide enough to engulf the colonel’s entire head.
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	Lionel Fritchie knelt next to one of three pitching machines he owned, hoping like hell it was just another worn belt and not something that would demand he send the machine off for repairs. 80% of the time, he needed one working machine—at most. That other 20%, he needed three working machines—to go along with the carnivalized throwing games—or he’d go under. 

	He dropped a bolt from the top of the machine’s casing. It clink, clink, clinked its way down. Lionel squinted, waiting. Last goddamned thing he needed was to go fishing through the mechanical guts of the machine for a goddamned little—clink. He jerked out a foot to keep the bolt from rolling out of sight. 

	“Good sign?” he said, but it came out like a question, a question of the universe and would it please just give him a break when it came to why this unit was no longer winging balls toward a home plate some forty feet away—sixty feet, six inches was the standard for play, but a pitching machine needed much less zip if the ball need only travel two thirds the way. 

	He got the dented steel cover off the unit and looked at the belt he’d replaced a year ago. It looked new amid the greasy gears and tracks. And there, the track that kept the launch trajectory true, was the problem. Bent steel. A broken pin. Bits of chewed metal filings spackled all over thanks to hot grease now gone cool. 

	“Well, fuck,” Lionel said as he dropped down to his butt on the gravelly pitcher’s mound. He pulled his phone from his pocket and opened Ecosia—didn’t trust Google, didn’t trust banking apps on his phone—and surfed to the Bank of Montreal site. He typed his username, then password. “Double fuck,” he said, seeing what he’d already known. 

	The business line of credit was maxed at -$35,000 and his personal credit card was at -$9,700. He’d get a massive boost in January when the payment of his contract with the Prince George Grizzlies came through. He acted as the team’s batting coach. They were a semi-official Low-A farm team of the Toronto Blue Jays—the team that originally drafted Lionel, back in 2002, on the eve of his eighteenth birthday. That would cover his debts; the baseball-themed attraction—distraction—on the edge of the stinky little city would cover his portion of the household costs the rest of the year. Hopefully, hopefully, next year they’d be able to start saving.

	He sent a text to his partner. 

	The response was immediate: —boogers

	Lionel huffed. Rick talked like they had kids with wide-open ears; it didn’t matter that the text would be read only by a 40-year-old man. That was when Rick wasn’t quoting snippets from the TV of his youth. He was a marine-biologist and had only recently climbed out of six figures of student debt. Unfortunately, he still had a car loan and a three-legged, asthmatic cat that cost about $600 a month to keep alive and relatively happy. Add on the mortgage payment they split…

	—Maizie has to go in again

	Lionel closed his eyes, the stress like lead in his eyelashes. He’d grown to love that stupid cat, too, but shit. Shit.

	—Pitching machine needs sent off

	—But I need those peach baskets back

	Lionel huffed again. Before he could respond, Rick sent him another text.

	—You know, there’s a load of equipment that needs transported up north. The distribution guys are on strike.

	“Hmm,” Lionel said. It was a Monday. He could skip a few slow nights if he had to. 

	—How far?

	—Bob Quinn Lake. Way up there. Picnic time!

	Lionel ran a web search of Bob Quinn Lake. It was an eight-hour drive. Two, maybe three days of pay when he’d make virtually nothing at the batting cages by sticking around.

	—I’m in if they want me

	—Everybody wants Lionel Fritchie. All night long…all night…all night LONG!

	Lionel couldn’t help but laugh. People made Lionel Ritchie jokes to him all through childhood. Thankfully, now Ritchie was just a rubber-faced TV-host, virtually unrecognizable as they guy who once headlined the Commodores. 

	—Can I leave today??

	—Think they’d like that. But poor me and Maizie. Takeout and too much space in the bed.

	Lionel was on his feet, nodding as he moved. He had shit to do if he was going to hit the road for a couple days. He’d gone on two runs before for Rick’s office. They had a BMW van with 400,000 KMs on the odometer and a governor on the gas pedal that kept the speed under 90KM/H. It was comfy enough, but he’d have to find an AUX cord for the stereo or be stuck with CBC radio for most of a barren route through a chunk of BC’s vast north. 

	 

	2

	Dr. Eugenie Vlasic and Dr. Lee Soo-Hyun stood at the mouth of the cave while the hired help cleared rubble. It had been about a year and a half since the massive beast crawled free—Gertie, wherever she might be…if she was still alive, would be a little more than a year old. They’d only recently been approved to clear the fallen rock to investigate.

	“What’s the fastest way to clear rocks?” one of the young men said into his phone, asking Google, asking AI.

	The doctors frowned, watching the kid. He was 22, and beneath his winter coat, his biceps bulged the material smooth, taut. 

	“I already asked. It’s by hand,” another man said. He looked much like a gym rat, too, but it was clear he had more experience with manual labour. 

	“Really?” the first said, eyes glued to his phone.

	They’d hired four locals to do the hard work. One of them was worth a shit. The other three could move maybe two or three stones before their dopamine addictions needed fed by status updates.

	“How about we keep the phones down until breaktime?” Dr. Vlasic said, her manicured eyebrows riding high in askance.

	“Oh, yeah, sure,” one said, pocketing his phone while the other spoke into his: “When is breaktime?”

	Dr. Soo-Hyun snapped out a hand and grabbed the useful man by the arm. “Hey, what’s their deal? It’s a small-town, right? Probably you all went to school together?”

	“Only high school,” he said. 

	“Ahh,” Dr. Vlasic said, the word coming out like a sigh. She was taking in the man’s unlabeled jacket, the heavy handknit sweater beneath, the big leather boots of more European than American design when she added, “Private school?”

	He nodded and grinned pleasantly. “Waldorf until high school. I still don’t really use social media, though, if that’s what you mean?” He nodded at the others; each had stopped in front of a large stone to check their phone just one more time.

	“Fascinating,” Dr. Soo-Hyun said. “Hey! If you can’t put your phones away for two straight hours, you might as well go home.

	“Really?” one man said, grinning.

	The doctors frowned and Vlasic said, “Unpaid, of course.”

	“Um, that’s abuse. We have the right to use our phones,” one said, then another spoke into his phone: “Do I have the right to use my phone at work?”

	The third and least useless of the former public grade-schoolees, those who’d been raised by Zuckerberg and Dorsey and the Chinese government’s social apps, put away his phone and said, “My bad.”

	“Go ahead, go on. You two are fired if you can’t put away your phones,” Dr. Soo-Hyun said.

	“Do they still have to pay me money if they fire me?” the one said in his phone, the other, the rattier gym rat, had already begun crying. “I’m calling my mom.”

	Dr. Vlasic sighed, then set aside her tablet, started toward a football-sized stone. There’d be no meaningful research done on this site any time soon, clearly.
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	Jasmine Woodtooth could still hear her family, but their voices were quickly dwindling. The thrill of pissing them off was almost as good as the thrill of making them notice her again. Jasmine was eight. Her sister Gloria was 11 and her brother Rain was three. Gloria was suddenly so tall, and last month, she got to wear a Kirkland pad from their mother’s massive pack in the closet. And Rain, Rain got all the attention, all the time.

	“Jasmine, play nice,” she said, voice nasally and mocking. “Jasmine, he’s just a baby you can’t give him that. Jasmine, nobody loves you and nobody cares.” The latter her parents had never said…not out loud.

	They’d pulled off the road to stretch their legs. There was a rest stop with porta-johns and lots of parking. A trail wound into the woods. Jasmine had followed the trail, enticed by the vibrant contrast: snow everywhere but under the canopied trees where it was dark green and dark brown, and lime green moss dangled like sodden spiderwebs. 

	“Jasmine, stop teasing your—”

	The words caught in her throat. Before her, maybe 20 steps away, was the biggest moose in the whole universe, at least the biggest she’d ever seen. And she’d seen moose. One time, her father, uncles, some of her cousins, and Gloria went moose hunting for a week. She wanted to go; she argued, stamped her feet, broke two dishes by accident, but nothing convinced her mother to drive her out to where the others had gone—what could it matter that it was 16 hours away? On the third evening they were gone, Jasmine’s grandfather brought them KFC for supper, and afterwards said, “So, you want to go hunting?”

	Jasmine remembered little between eating and climbing into the old truck that reeked of tobacco smoke and burnt chainsaw oil. They drove north, but not very far. It wasn’t until they parked and weren’t getting out that Jasmine asked when they were going hunting.

	“We’re hunting now,” he said after putting flame to the tip of a cigarette. He rolled down his window a crack, letting most of the heat slip into the cold abyss beyond the cab of the old truck. 

	“But—”

	“Sh, quiet now.”

	They sat and sat and sat, but eventually they heard the motion. Lots of it. 

	“You ready?” he whispered.

	“What is it?” Jasmine nearly shouted this; the excitement thrummed through her like her veins were loaded with pop rocks.

	“Sh.”

	“Where’s our guns?” Jasmine whispered now—how could she possibly be ready? The man had forgotten to arm her for the slaughter. 

	“Catch and release hunting,” he said, voice soft and patient. He turned the light dial on and lit a small glade where a massive moose was munching uncovered flora at the base of a snow-covered tree.

	The moose looked at them before straightening to its full height—counting its massive rack of antlers, the beast had to stand nine feet tall; Jasmine gasped. A minute later, or maybe 10, the moose walked out of the truck’s light and slipped into the inky black forest. Jasmine’s grandfather killed the lights and rolled up his window. Over the following three hours, they’d seen a winter hare, three elk, and the back end of a black bear as it darted away the moment the lights lit. 

	This moose now had to be a foot taller than that one. 

	Another moose incident flashed on her mind: her auntie’s big truck, mangled and written off after a mama moose leapt from the ditch and sideswiped the passenger’s side. Mama moose weren’t nearly as big as this one.

	Jasmine took a step in reverse. The moose shifted, chewing through the sapling it had harvested from the trunk of the tree. Jasmine took another step back. The moose now followed, tilting its incredible rack downward. 

	“Dad?” she croaked, the word coming out on a puff of steam.

	The moose snorted, leaning its head down further. Jasmine wanted to scream, wanted to run, wanted to be ignored but safe, back with her family, but she was stuck, frozen like the world surrounding her. 

	The moose dragged its right hoof through the moss and dirt at its feet. It repeated this, great huffs of steam billowing from its vast nostrils. Jasmine felt her guts turn to liquid and she clenched her butt. 

	“Jasmine? Jasmine?”

	The voice was impossibly distant.

	“Dad?” she said, barely a whisper.

	The moose suddenly straightened and turned its head to the left, then right. It jerked to its right a heartbeat before what looked like the world’s biggest bear leapt from the trees, handily tackling the moose. From the other side, two smaller but still humungous bears charged with claws bared and maws wide. The scent of them was awful. It smelled like rotting meat.

	“Jasmine?”

	The moose snorted, then cried out. The bears thrashed and grunted, clearly oblivious or wholly unconcerned by Jasmine’s presence. The animals rolled and gouged. Blood freckled the white backdrop of the clearing, steam rising from the spillage. The antlers were crushed, left like toed cigarette butts outside a bus station. 

	“Jasmine?” 

	Now was the time. One hand holding her cheeks together, she spun from carnal battle and broke for the porta-john. By the time she got out and back into the truck, her heart had slowed to normal.

	“Where’d you run off to?” her mother said.

	Jasmine began to explain and instantly regretted it when their eyes glazed over. “Go back! I’ll show you!”

	“All right, that’s enough,” her father said, his tone a warning.

	Jasmine folded her arms over her chest, her lip pouted out, her brows furrowed. The family continued onward, deeper along the greyed asphalt that split the vast forests of the north.
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	The small, rustic hunting and fishing lodge on Rob Skin Lake had been privately-owned until the 1970s when the province purchased the land surrounding the lake, as well as a large portion of forest. The forest was uninviting provincial forest; the area directly around the lake was secured by a chain-link fence and very little reason to visit. 

	Unless, of course, there was science needing tended to. 

	The lodge had a four-member local team that managed the grounds full-time, and a second team of three additional part-time labourers available whenever needed. Five of seven were currently working, one full-timer would come in the early afternoon and the final part-timer wouldn’t come in until after dark to clean the kitchen and recreational areas, once supper was concluded. 

	It was a snowy December first outside, the temperature hovering around freezing thanks to only moderate cloud cover. Through the night, it was due to hit double-digit lows, but that was nothing unusual. 

	“Bear went rooting through that old shed by the south gate last night,” Darius Nixon said as he stepped through the lodge’s backdoor, into the kitchen, kicking snow from his boots before bending to untie the thick black laces. “Total mess. And that shit smell’s back over by the generator.”

	Declan Burnett and his sister, Jody Smith, were sitting at a stainless-steel table drinking steamy coffee from aged porcelain mugs mired in tiny cracks. A few feet away, on the stovetop, bacon sizzled and potato chunks darkened in vegetable oil. They’d been employed by the lodge for close to 20 years. In a place with few job opportunities, it was the kind of position money-minded folks didn’t give up until retirement. It certainly allowed both a comfier life than was afforded by the lumberyard where his father had worked or the Tim Hortons that had employed their mother. Though neither Declan nor Jody went in for having seven kids—as their parents had done. Two each was plenty.

	“Might be from one of those sewage pipes from the labs wasn’t cleared proper. That ice gets in there and she swellllllls,” Jody said, miming a growing belly while dancing apishly in spot. 

	These three were full-timers—the final full-timer was named Stacy Wool. Somewhere with brooms, mops, or squeegees, were Erma White and Tanya Beckett. They both worked at a berry farm in the summer and did as little outside their homes as possible come fall and winter. Also yet to come in was the night cleaner, a kid fresh out of high school and nephew of someone from the premier’s staff; Fisher Hastie would be in a little after supper and would assist Stacy Wool before doing a final sweep of all the building and grounds, looking for anything needing cleaned.

	Jody stopped her show suddenly, a curious expression on her face. “When’s the new crew due in?”

	Declan swallowed a mouthful from his mug before responding. “Today or tomorrow. Gear’s supposed to come today.”

	Darius had hung his coat on a hook by the door and was filling a mug from the coffee maker next to an eight-slice toaster. “Thought all the transport companies were on strike?”

	“Not all,” Declan said. “But the ones who come here are. They got a scab.”

	“Maybe it’s that baseball player again?” Jody said.

	Darius sat down next to the others with a mug of steamy black Nabob. “The gay guy?” He waggled his eyebrows.

	“He’s gay?” Jody said.

	Declan huffed, rising, shaking his head gently. “Don’t ask Darius how he knows.”

	Jody’s eyebrows launched up her forehead. “You and the baseball player? He’s downright fine?”

	Darius shined the fingernails of his right hand against his chest, then blew on them. “I never kiss and tell.”

	“That’s ‘cause he blew you off,” Declan said, “but not in the fun way.”

	Darius frowned. “Yeah, well, he’s basically married.”

	Erma White shuffled into the kitchen from the hall leading deeper into the building, already dressed down for warm indoor work. “Who’s basically married?”

	“You think that’s why he never made it to the majors? They didn’t want a gay on the team?” Jody said, then to Erma: “Remember that baseball player who brought up—”

	“Lionel Fritchie!” Erma said. “Like the singer… He told me he didn’t make it because he wasn’t that good at positional play.”

	“Here he is!” Darius had his cellphone out, YouTube loaded. 

	The others gathered ‘round to watch Lionel Fritchie slam ball after ball out of the park during a Double-A homerun derby from more than two decades ago.

	“That guy’s gay?” Jody said after watching a few dingers launched beyond the wall in right field.
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	There’d been an accident on Highway 16, so Lionel followed the black and orange sign onto a lesser beaten path. He drove one kilometre south and hooked a right onto what was now known as Old Highway 16. Strangely, the patch of highway itself seemed as good as the main highway. Behind the second detour sign that told him to continue west for another kilometre was a graffitied WELCOME TO WINTERSTONE sign. Tall grass poked up through the snow around the post, setting off immediate hard times vibes. 

	The first building within the town limits was a defunct Petro-Canada fuelling station. The signage was bright, the pumps looking less than a decade old. He passed more buildings. Many of the windows were boarded up and the doors were barred with 2x4s. On the large wall of a large building featuring an old-timey engraved sign reading: North Woods Manufacturing. Directly below, someone had spray-painted PLAGUE TOWN. 

	From a gloomy alleyway, a scruffy mutt with matted fur and black gunk marring the pale accents around its muzzle came shambling toward the street. One of its eyes was milky white, the flesh around the socket puffy and weeping. Lionel pressed the accelerator a little.

	At the next corner, another detour sign pulled him back toward the new piece of highway. He sighed, unaware of just how anxious that deserted little town made him feel.

	“Plague town,” he mumbled, wondering if he hadn’t heard something or other in the past few years. He huffed and turned up the radio and Metric. 

	He was about five hours from Rob Skin Lake and the government laboratory, but he needed fuel and food, so would take a pitstop outside Hazelton at the Lumber Yard Gas & Grub. It was a truck stop with both cardlock and regular pumps—the card locks let truckers refuel after hours, a big help to drivers dodging scales and officials who looked in logbooks. 

	He squinted as he turned into the lot, the sun finding a hole in the moderate cloud cover. It had snowed off and on the entire trek, but that was nothing unexpected or problematic. There were three vehicles in the lot, two of which wore stovetop pipes of snow, as if competing. The third was at the pump across from the one he’d chosen, was still ticking, the hood wet with freshly melted snow, when Lionel climbed out of the van.

	Hands to the small of his back, he stretched his trim tummy and pelvis forward. Outside the building was a rail-thin woman with dark eyes. Her coat was alive with wet stains and mud and ridges of salt. Her boots were worse, appeared downright sodden. She eyed Lionel as he approached. He offered a grin and a nod, and she looked away.

	—

	He came away with a full gut and a newspaper from Terrace. He didn’t much care about most news, but the headline on the front page had him interested enough to cough up three bucks: MORE GIANT BEAR SIGHTINGS.

	The washrooms were accessed from outside, rather than from within the restaurant area. Lionel took his newspaper and headed through the door marked Gents’. The place was empty. He picked the cleanest seat and closed the stall door behind him.

	About ten seconds after settling in, footfalls shuffled into the room and a craggy woman’s voice said, “Hand it over.”

	Lionel leaned to peek through the crack between the door and partition. There was the woman he’d seen outside, though now she was bent over the counter of sinks with her pants and undies rolled down to her skinny calves. She had a bear claw tattoo on her right butt cheek. A man shuffled up behind her, his blue jeans clearly open from the way they sagged at the back. 

	“That rubber on?” she said, and the sound of her voice flashed the phrase I can buy my own flowers on his mind.  

	“Sure, baby,” the man said; on the floor, next to his dirty sneaker, was an unopened Lifestyles condom. 

	Lionel sat back, not really interested in watching this dude and chick fuck. He folded open the paper loudly enough to announce his presence—though he guessed they’d seen his boots under the stall door. 

	The newspaper was more ads than content and more photos than word space. Three full pages of amateur snaps of giant bears and another page yet of men in military uniforms spotted in local forests—local being within the vast and mostly empty region.

	“Ugh.”

	“You nasty prick! I felt that! You fucking prick!”

	“Sorry, babe.”

	Lionel tried not to visualize what he heard: zippers zipping, boots shuffling, a toilet seat banging heavily onto the porcelain below, wet farty sounds, feminine grunts, the gentle plop of jizz exiting the prostitute, falling into the cold water below, and finally, the flush. Water began to run as the woman washed up; if Lionel waited only another minute or two, he could leave without making eye contact.

	He continued to read, a little disappointed that nobody had seen the suspected super bears in more than a month, like the one the government tried to deny existed from the deadly attack that occurred down south the summer before last. According to a National Parks ranger named George Sunday, bears were territorial but could shuffle off to new locales when they felt encroached upon. ‘My guess, if there are oversized bears out there, they’ll remain harmless, so long as people steer clear.’

	“Do people go looking for bear attacks?” Lionel said, folding the paper over a knee, then reaching for the single-ply TP on a massive roll. 

	Before he had his pants up, he heard shuffling feet and that Miley Cyrus-esque voice say, “Hand it over.” Thirty seconds passed and she added, “Stand on the seat. Floor’s too muddy to kneel.”

	Boots stepped into the stall to his left and Lionel got moving. If he stayed too long, he’d need a penicillin shot. Before he hit the road again, he checked his cellphone: 

	—Checked the weather. Sposed to be snowy

	—Be careful

	—Love you 

	All from Rick. He agreed he would and batted back an I love you before slipping the key into the ignition on the van. 
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	Stacy tapped the steering wheel in tune with the Montaigne piped into her stereo via cord from her cell. She refused to buy a car that could be tracked by computer—couldn’t throw an engine out the window the way you could a cellphone. She preferred stuff from the late ‘80s. Nostalgic for sitting in the back of her mother’s car while the woman shilled Avon door-to-door. 

	The only real problem with piping music into the car was that her charge port was occupied. She simply couldn’t remember to remember to plug the damned thing in at night. She was good for now, though: 9%. She had to work in the kitchen first thing, so she’d plug it in then.

	She rolled about 20 clicks shy of the speed limit. The snow had started coming down in massive flakes that played a Star Wars’ hyperspace effect on the windshield. Better to get to work late than to never get there. 

	And poor Rutgar and Bertha; it was bad enough their father had to mind himself, forget that he’d demanded to name them. If she died on a snowy road…

	She slowed to 30 KM/H.

	She turned down the stereo. 

	She switched on her lights.

	She switched off the lights—didn’t help at all.

	She passed beneath the entwined branches of trees on either side of the road. The canopy lasted for close to a minute, Stacy finding herself relaxing into the Mercury Sable’s seat. The wall of white she entered at the far end made her tense and tap the brakes. The rear end slipped to the right before slamming left, spiralling into a double spin, the world outside was white on white, aside from where it was reddish brown. Stacy clenched the armrest on the door with her left and grabbed a handful of centre seatbelt with her right, pressing her back into the seat and her feet against both pedals. Rubber caught road and thrashed the car onto its nose. The thump jarred sense from Stacy, and she gawked around her into the gloom of the semi-collapsed ceiling of her car. To her left was the purplish shadows of snow beneath slate grey skies. To her right was a massive swinging bear’s paw, swiping and missing her by centimetres. The thing was reaching through the back window instead of through one at the front.

	“Stupid,” she whispered; the sound of her voice brought some of the reality of her situation crashing down upon her. She gasped, scanning the dash cubbies and ceiling below her for her phone. 

	Porcelain coffee mugs, mittens, her snowbrush, her purse, all above her…and there, beneath the purse, her phone, a corner showing like a vaudeville dancer’s ankle from beneath her skirts. 

	The swipes ceased. The bear began snorting its stubby snout in through the back window, which had been smooshed to about wide enough to push a medium-sized watermelon through at one end and barely wide enough to drive a fist through on the other, an angle that created just enough distance to save Stacy’s life.

	“Move,” she whispered, her breath vaporising, rising up her chest until she found the button to release the seat belt. She thumped gently over the steering wheel before sliding. The bear roared, resuming its thrashing swipes. Stacy pressed herself into a corner. A claw caught a leather frill dangling from the side of her purse. Feeling it, the bear reeled its paw back. Stacy leapt for her phone. The bear forced its face into the cab through the rear window and began chewing through the steel roof, jaws-of-lifing its way to her.

	“Move,” she said again, this time at full volume. She reached for the window button. The bear roared and she yanked her hand back to her chest. “Move!” she shouted then. The bear roared again, it’s breath so hot and putrid Stacy gagged; her fingers remained focussed, however. The little motor in the window sounded strained, clicking now and then, but bringing the driver’s glass down. 

	Her car was deep in the ditch. She had to be Shelley Duvall skinny, skinnier even; she had to get the hell out of that tiny window. The bear roared as she shimmied on her belly, her puffy coat peeling off behind her. The bear began to thrash. Stacy glanced back as she freed the hand holding the cellphone. Her arm was blotchy red and long scratches danced from fingertips to armpit. The bear roared, this time outside the Sable. 

	“Move,” Stacy said through a grunt, dragging her coat behind her as she dragged herself onto the underside of the car. She got to her feet just as the bear pulled itself out of the car. It roared. Stacy had her coat balled against her chest, phone in her grip, wet all over. She surveyed the world around her. The bear leapt. Stacy tried to leap as well but slipped off the car and onto the crunchy snow below. The bear jerked around, swiping its paw—

	YIP!

	Stacy popped up from next to the car. The bear was out back of the car, swinging its right paw, sending spurting blood out onto the snow like fireworks’ tails. Stacy looked at the spinning front wheels, then closer to a puddle of red that had seeped a cavern around the great claw with a stringy chunk of meat on the end.

	The bear roared and Stacy spun, breaking for a familiar stretch of field next to Rob Skin Lake—named after a prospector who discovered the lake’s massive iron pyrite deposit, much to his disappointment. There were two bunker-like buildings between her and the main lab some 150 metres away. One featured a pump from a spring—where the scientists collected pre-lake base water—while the other housed a diesel generator. 

	Stacy glanced back—the bear swung its right paw—her toes snagging, sending her tumbling again, the bear tripped over her and went into a controlled roll. The bear swung back around before she could gather in a second breath. The pumphouse was maybe eight yards from where she lay, she flipped her hips right, rising—the bear charged and swiped. 

	“Argh!” Stacy groaned a heartbeat after claws slipped two deep gulleys through her shoulder. She swung in panic, launching the cellphone from her wet grip—the bear roared, the phone slamming down its throat. It reared backward, paws to neck, coughing, gagging, sputtering, not attacking.

	“Move,” Stacy said, already up and running, her coat dragging from her hand, creating a trail all the way to the pumphouse. The building dropped like a cement dugout, a half-wall reaching from its front; behind it, the door was 30 centimetres lower than where she stood. From her pocket she took the site keys. The bear was charging by the time she had it slipped into the low door handle. The boar didn’t rear; its footfalls were enough to announce its presence. 

	The door swung inward and Stacy tumbled after it. The bear was there, filling the doorway, but enable to slip past the half wall and down. From where she lay Stacy kicked the door. She chased after it with her shoulder. The bear roared, its great paws reaching just through the closing gap. The door bounced once, sending the paw out, reeling. She slammed her body against the cold steel and the door clicked shut.

	“Shit,” she said, swinging open the door then, much to the bear’s surprise, to grab the keys from the doorhandle. 

	The bear roared, slashing at the wall instead of the door, sending out chips and dust, as well as a warning: she couldn’t stay put. First things first, she stepped to a small desk and the electric space heater thereon, the cold, cold fingers of her right hand prodding at the gashes in her left shoulder that could’ve been so damned much worse.
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	“This is the kitchen. Talk to one of us if you need something special, otherwise leftovers are in that fridge.” Declan pointed to a stainless-steel Armana. “There’s fixins for meals, best leave those alone. Any prepared food is fair game.”

	The scientists were from the city. Students. One man. One Woman. They both wore bulky Canada Goose parkas with furry hoods, dark slacks, and Sorel boots. The man looked to be in his early forties, and the woman in her mid-thirties.

	“Coffee’s over there. It’s a kitchen. You’ll figure it out.” Declan waved over a shoulder as he headed for the heavy steel door that opened into a hallway. 

	The pair followed, both taking the handle of rolling luggage: black, canvas, unspectacular. The man, Dr. Chuck Baker, was tall—low sixes—and slim; his boots squeaked on the cement floor when he walked. The woman, Dr. Nicky Oraid, about 5’8”, had an athletic build and frizzy hair that danced from her headband and ponytail.

	“We have Chuck here,” Declan said, pointing left blindly, eyes on his cellphone. “And Nicky over here.” He pointed right with his elbow.

	There were doors on either side of the hall. 

	“Do we need our coats for the rest of the tour?” Nicky said, already heading through the door to her room.

	“Some of it,” Declan said, back against the wall, phone up. Stacy hadn’t shown, wasn’t answering texts or calls, so the rest of the full-timers batted text messages back and forth, asking one another if there was news. He had no updates. He hoped she was coming in; as much as he hoped she was okay, he hoped she was coming in. 

	Chuck was out first, Nicky a minute later. They carried on to the showers. There was a door in the back of the changeroom that led out to a small cedar building.

	“Sauna. Free to use.” Declan smiled. “Out this way are the labs and pools.”

	The rooms were numerous and varied. Many featured large pools, others access to the lake. The building, built in the 1960s, was cement and steel, built to see the apocalypse and then some. It was cool and damp. An hour after starting, they were at the far end of the complex. 

	“These are the sheds and boats,” Declan said, holding open a heavy steel door beneath an exit sign. A path led onto wood and steel docks and a long steel shed. 

	“What’s that?” Nicky said, pointing to their left, out on the ice.

	“The sauna?” Declan said.

	“No, behind it; on the ice. Is that a fishing hut?” Nicky said.

	“Um, hmm, maybe it is?” Declan said. “Must be someone broke into the grounds and set up. Probably come back tonight for their shanty.” He winked.

	“So, you’ll catch them?” Chuck said.

	Declan smirked. “None of us are here at night.” 

	“Nobody?” Nicky said.

	Declan shook his head. “Nope. We all live in the county. No sense sleeping over.”

	Chuck frowned. “Wish I’d paid better attention.”

	Declan concluded this tour where he did so he could go back over everything briefly, a second time. All that was left to show them were the pumphouse and generator.
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	While her ‘sister’ or perhaps ‘other self’ was tormenting Stacy Wool in the pumphouse, the other smaller bear—she, Fuzzy Fran, and the other latter clone, Snub-faced Sally, stood about five metres—was feasting on an elk she’d swiped from a grazing pack when she heard Sally’s frustrated roar seep through the muffling snow that was now threatening to burry the county in a blanket that would be tough to dig out from. 

	Heaven forbid there was an emergency.

	While Fran jogged her way to Sally, Gentle Gertie was not far, preferring to remain indoors in such cold weather. Their lineage had never fallen into hibernation cycles, likely thanks to a stretch of warm history in Earth’s past. Though, sooner than later, hunger would motivate her outside. 
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	Lionel was finally almost there, but for the last kilometre or so he’d been stuck behind a skinny man in cross-country skis, charging down the middle the 1.5-lane road that led to the compound at Rob Skin Lake. Probably the man was doing a good clip for skiing, but 19 KM/H sucked for driving. 

	“Fucking come on,” he said as the skier pulled off where Lionel would, into the compound lot. Lionel put the van into neutral as he steered the slight descent and revved the engine high, window coming down to say something as he did.

	The man on skis finally glanced back, then jumped, stumbled the landing, tripped over his feet, and slid over the slick parking lot on his butt. He pulled earbuds from his ears. “You scared me!”

	Lionel’s anger vaporised upon seeing the man’s childish face. Just a kid. “Around the loading dock fine for a delivery?” he said, knowing the answer.

	“Uh, probably?” the kid said, pushing to stand. Matching snowflakes landed on his lashes before quickly melting into his eyes. 

	Lionel rolled on while the kid collected himself, as well as his skis; the poles remained dangling at his wrists. He backed to the loading door next to a dock and killed the engine. From the floor in front of the shotgun seat, he grabbed a duffle bag emblazoned with the Prince George Grizzlies logo. 

	The kid was in the kitchen, stripping out of his snowsuit by the time Lionel got inside—he’d learned from experience to go to the kitchen when needing someone, to go there and wait. Walking around the compound was a crap shoot, there was simply too much space and too few employees. Though, now, two others stepped into the kitchen, and it suddenly seemed like a party.

	“Didn’t mean to scare you. I was behind you for a while.”

	The kid looked up from pulling his socks back onto his long, slender feet. “Oh, sorry. I’m training for the Olympics.”

	The Olympics were coming up fast, like a month and a half away. The kid obviously saw the confusion on Lionel’s face.

	“Next Olympics. I was born in Fiji, even though both my parents are from here. If I can even come close to a medal time, I’m sure they’ll send me. Just have to work and save my money, and move back for a while, I guess.” The kid smiled goofily. “I’m Fisher Hastie,” he added. “You know, in case you’re watching the Olympics and there’s a skier from Fiji.”

	The other two who had come in were settling in at the room’s lone dining table. Each had a mug with a tea bag string dangling down the side. 

	Lionel had harboured similar thoughts in his youth when he couldn’t quite get over the hump like so many other guys had. But he’d run up against some hard facts in the fleeting moments he imagined playing baseball on team Luxemburg or team Iceland: firstly, he had never been to Europe or anywhere more arctic than the southern edges of the territories, and secondly, those countries would have to bring in much of their teams, so why wouldn’t they bring in someone better than him? He could crack dingers on fastballs but mix in too many off-speed pitches—forget his shoddy fielding—and he was toast. He did have an arm and decent speed. 

	“Good luck with that,” Lionel said, finding that he honestly meant it. “Competitive sport is heartbreaking.”

	The smile slipped from Fisher’s face and he nodded, suddenly full of life experience and the kind of sage wisdom one only shared after a few drinks or puffs. 

	From the table the woman piped in: “I played for the BC girls’ U-seventeen. In hockey.”

	“Really?” Fisher said, eyes alight. “I’m Fisher.”

	The scientists offered their names, then Lionel followed. 

	“Bet you heard it over that name,” Chuck said, mug of tea hovering just beneath his chin, ready to be sipped from. 

	Lionel huffed. “At least dude’s now just doing reality TV that only Boomers and Gen Xers watch anyway.”

	Chuck nodded along. “Right. And they’d know him plenty already.”

	“Who?” Fisher said as he dug around in his backpack for a granola bar.

	In unison, the others said, “Lionel Richie.”

	Fisher scrunched his mouth to the right side of his face. “Never heard of him.”

	Nicky snapped her fingers. “I know you. Well, not know you. You were on Hockey Night in Canada once…fundraising?”

	Lionel had hung his coat on one of the few remaining hooks by the door. He’d knocked his boots clean and was headed for the coffee station for a cup of anything warm. “Hockeyville. I was born in MacKenzie. They didn’t win the NHL game in town.”

	Fisher slapped his knee. “Damn. That would’ve been sick.”

	“Indeed.” Lionel discovered a cardboard cylinder of hot chocolate powder. “Don’t mind if I do,” he said under his breath then. 

	“Were you the mayor or something?” Nicky said. “To get on TV, I mean.” She was studying his face as he moved back to the table, as if she might suss out the truth before he said it.

	“I was a Toronto Blue Jays’ prospect.” Lionel stopped before he reached the table, deciding then and there that he didn’t much want to talk about baseball today. “The sauna still going?” He collected his duffle bag and coat.

	“Sure,” Fisher said, standing at a counter, reading a note that had been taped there. “Also, there’s poles and chairs out in the fishing hut.”

	The scientists frowned and looked at one another. 

	“Fishing, huh?” Lionel said.

	—

	Erma was in the ice fishing hut. The lines were out of the water, but the space heater was on and she had a joint lit. A wind-up radio was playing the mostly white rock hits from yesterday and today—the norm for rural BC radio stations. She smiled upon seeing Lionel enter. Twice now they’d hung out, had chats, smoked a little weed. 

	“Oh, hey,” Lionel said as he stepped from the dark evening into the dim little shack. It was maybe 5°C inside, balmy compared to the -7°C outside. That number would fall steadily until about 11:30 PM. There, it would hang out at about -20°C until somewhere to the east, the sun was spreading some heat. 

	“Lionel Fritchie!” Erma said, eyes pink and glassy. “How you doing, man?”

	Lionel plunked down on one of the two canvas folding chairs that had been unoccupied. The hot chocolate sloshed at his descent but remained within the confines of the mug. “Fine. A little beat.”

	“You come from PG, yeah?”

	“Yep.”

	Erma whistled. “Want a hoot?”

	“Yep,” Lionel said, reaching out his left hand to accept the skinny joint. 

	Erma pushed to stand. “Shit. I got sitting…maybe see you tomorrow?”

	Lionel shrugged. “I’ll be gone early. Any idea what’s on for supper?”

	Erma waved off taking the roach back. “Nothing. Stacy, she runs the kitchen, never showed and isn’t answering her cellphone.”

	“Oh,” Lionel said. “Dang.”

	“There’s always lasagna or something in the freezer. Get one of the evening people to show you.”

	“You off then?” Lionel said, already feeling the slight cloud cover of a few drags from some high-octane green. 

	“Have to salt the docks and shed; can’t believe I spaced.” Myra began giggling. “Maybe I can believe,” she said then, nodding to what remained of the joint she’d handed off.

	 

	10

	While concluding the tour with the scientists, Declan spotted a light on in the pumphouse. It flashed like the world’s dullest disco ball in the dark, wintery evening. Not technically his job, but they were all pulling on the same rope, so what the hell? Since he had his boots and parka on already, he said his goodbyes to the scientists—he was off-duty in half an hour—and started out into the grand bluster that was nothing short of typical a handful of times a year, especially in the last few.

	The world outside seemed devoid of elsewhere, so muffled were the sights and sounds by the steadily falling snow—20 centimetres since 9:00 AM, Declan knew because he’d been checking his phone incessantly. His son Iian had a hockey tournament that started first thing in the morning and would be mighty let down if it was cancelled. 

	“Serve him right,” Declan said into the collar of his parka as he shuffled two steps, then went into a controlled slide, working his way across the lake between the main building and pumphouse. His son had been flaking hard at school, sometimes downright refusing to participate. Ten, the same age Declan was when he’d first lashed out at his place in the system. It made it difficult to stay mad at his son.

	He stepped onto the field from the frozen lake and quickly passed the generator building—that sewage smell was much thicker here. The path was wholly snowed in, but the blanket had put enough accumulative weight to create a mold of where the path was and was not. 

	He squinted through the weather and spied the little window eye level on the wall at the back of the pumphouse. He couldn’t see if anyone was inside. He made it to about 30 shuffling paces shy when Stacy Wool’s frantic visage filled half the rectangular window; she must’ve been on a chair. She was shouting and waving, as if shooing him. It didn’t make any sense, and that’s where Stacy’s been all day? Why? He continued on toward the pumphouse, oblivious that he was being flanked by two massive she bears from pre-history. 

	“What?” he called out, withdrawing his phone to send a text to Darius: 

	—Stacy in pumphouse

	He guessed he could figure out why in about five seconds.

	Now Stacy was livid in the window.

	Declan began to circle the building, following the path to the door. He nearly provided his Terra work boots a free stool sample the moment the bear charged around the corner. He stopped, had no time to turn, barely had time to duck. 

	Unfortunately, though he had time, he did not duck.

	Snub-faced Sally, slid wide, wide, wide, before scrambling back. The path was icy and each step threatened her equilibrium. Each falter gave Declan another seconds’ reprieve, another second to take evasive action.

	He turned to run.

	Fuzzy Fran was maybe eight strides away when her feet slipped out from beneath her and her massive body became a torpedo. Declan covered his head as the bear struck and passed through him, creating a headless corpse with two broken arms. Declan watched the world spin like something from a fever dream. He tried to scream even as his decapitated dome flew like a tossed Timbit into Snub-faced Sally’s inviting maw.

	She crunched while Fran began dismantling Declan’s body to get at his juiciest bits. Steam rose and blood splattered. 

	—

	The beasts were loud and preoccupied; this looked like her chance at getting away. 

	“Move,” she whispered, then yanked open the door and ran. She headed left and away from the path. The snow was high enough that it made running impossible, so she got low. Immediately her still damp coat felt like it had been made of ice instead of something like cotton and a whole gang of microplastics. As high as it was, the snow buoyed her some, keeping her upright as she carved a fresh route to the generator room.

	She looked back. She could barely see the pumphouse and the bears had—

	She heard their panting breaths through the muffled winter wonderland and burst upright. She took five shuffling steps to her right and took up the boot trail Declan had left behind. She’d have to mourn him later.

	She glanced back again. Both bears—earlier, she’d really hoped she’d imagined the second one—were coming at her in a quick trot, cutting through the snow like coho salmon in a mountain river. She wasn’t going to make it to the main building. Not a chance.
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	Darius had been picking up all the slack caused by Stacy’s absence. He wasn’t sure that she’d notice or find out whenever she came in, but he hoped so. Darius had always respected Stacy; he liked the way she cut against the current. The last thing he wanted was for to get in shit, almost certainly she’d quit if anyone reprimanded her—she was a woman built for self-employment in a world that wanted to snuff out creativity and passion because the economy had enough queens and needed more worker drones.

	Besides, the scientists would need to eat something tonight, not like they could ring up Panago for a few pies. He’d already unfrocked eight pounds of potatoes and was now plowing through two pounds of carrots, the little silver peeler flashing the fluorescent lights overhead, playing crystalline shapes upon the white ceiling. 

	Once he got these on, he’d have to flip through one of the cookbooks in the back of the pantry to figure out what to do with the roasts. Stacy typically did a slow cooker, so they’d likely been meant for tomorrow, but he saw no other meat options. Plus, he had to go to the labs and check lights and pipes and water fixture—all the water remained on at a drip, wasting water but not allowing the pipes to freeze between projects. 

	Thankfully, most of that was done indoors.

	“Urban Peasant ought to know how to do a roast,” he said as he pulled the flour dusty hardcover cookbook from the shelf. 

	—

	Erma had been on her way out to her car when she saw Fisher heading toward the main shed. The kid loved working out there because he could get on the Wi-Fi with his cellphone to overcome typical dial-up speeds. There was an office, and at some point in the history of the place, someone had thought it wise to install a PS2 on an old tube TV, then add in a ratty couch, and a space heater: slacker heaven. 

	She cast a glance over her shoulder to be certain nobody was watching. Coast clear, she hurried off behind the kid. 

	Erma was 36. Her husband was 47. They had four kids, the youngest being eight; they hadn’t had sex since her conception. Erma had had sex since, yes, and she assumed Todd had, too…that or he was limp, or a porn addict, or gay, something. Didn’t matter which because she wasn’t thinking about her husband, she was thinking of getting to the kid before that freakshow Jody got to him—ruining the kid for Jody was more ambition than horniness; really, she wished that stupid bitch would just fuck off and die, take off running and never come back. She’d bragged how she would deflower him. 

	Stupid cunt.

	Erma had watched him glide into work like he hadn’t just skied a 10K just to get there, an ability she hoped suggested stamina.

	She entered the shed about 40 seconds behind Fisher. He was already in the space-heated office, just like she’d guessed. He was on the couch, on his cellphone when she opened the door. He looked up, eyes wide as a deer about to be shredded by the grill of a Freightliner. 

	“Don’t worry. I’ll keep your secret,” she said, baby-dolling her voice. Behind her, she worked the little peak on the back of the doorknob, engaging the almost useless lock. “But you owe me.”

	“Okay,” Fisher said, smiling, then returned his focus to the screen in his hands. When he lifted his head again, Erma had come to stand before him, her plaid shirt unbuttoned to reveal a vibrant pink bra and a road map of age- and baby-related imperfections. She unbuttoned her pants as he watched.

	“I can see you’re ready; pull it out,” she said, voice thick and sultry as she nodded at his instant hard-on. “You’re always ready at your age, aren’t you.”

	Fisher swallowed, his cheeks and neck fiery red with embarrassment—and maybe a little excitement.

	—

	“You can use my skates,” Tanya said.

	The scientist named Nicky was a chatterbox.

	“I work here every winter. I only use the skates like three times a year.”

	“Really,” Nicky said. “Did you ever play hockey?”

	Tanya shook her head, sending her strawberry ponytail asway. “No, but there’s sticks and a net in the shed. You can skate right in and out of the rear door of that small shed; that’s where Declan and Darius have all the snow cleared off…well, they usually have to shovel, but that’s where they do it.” Tanya waved vaguely to her left to the snowy world beyond the kitchen wall.

	“In this weather, I’m sure I’ll spend as long shovelling as skating.”

	Tanya grinned. “Probably.”

	“And the skates are?” 

	“In the little shed. They’ll be a bit chilly at first.”

	Nicky smiled widely, revealing a bright orange chunk of carrot trapped above her two front teeth. “I’m from out east; I know a thing or two about chilly blades.”

	Tanya smiled. “Well, it was nice meeting you.” She was off work as soon as she finished with the load of towels currently in the dryer and cleaned the snow from the owl cams at the edge of the lake—the latter was her favourite chore as it gave her an excuse to take out one of the snowmobiles.
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	Lionel awoke at the atmospheric change when the door to the ice fishing hut was opened. That little bit of pot had been enough to carry him off to dreamland, but now he was chilled, confused, and twice as sleepy as he’d been when he sat down…how long ago was that?

	“What time is it?” he said to Jody as she shook out her parka.

	“Four-twenty by the smell of it,” Jody said. “Gees, turn the heat on, why don’t ya?” She stepped to a small steel box hung at about chest level. A homemade oil-heater.

	Lionel pulled his phone from his pocket. He’d been asleep less than half an hour. There was a message from Rick, asking if he’d had a good trip. As he replied, he said, “Think that bell would’ve woke me up if it rang when I was napping?”

	Jody sat down in the canvas chair parked next to Lionel’s, cigarette dangling from her mouth. “No. I totally stripped you down and mounted you, twice. Our sextape’s already viral. You mind if I?” She waved her dart, a Bic lighter stashed in her palm like an obvious magic trick.

	“Go ahead. Wait, what?” Lionel trickled into a light snicker; five seconds later, a momentous laugh barrelled from his chest. He was still a little stoned. Clearly.

	“Are you really gay?” Jody had her eyes on the pole between her knees and beyond. “I saw you hit a lot of homeruns.”

	Lionel laughed harder. “Are you serious?” Was that bigotry or two unrelated topics, simply presented together?

	“Not a lot of gay baseball players, not pros, right?”

	He couldn’t argue the point her question made.

	“Yeah, I’m not into chicks.” Lionel reeled in his line. The lure was gone. The line was bitten off. 

	“If you were, I’d totally give you a blowie. I did it with a lot of athletes in high school.”

	Lionel started to laugh but quickly went silent. “Are you mental?”

	Jody looked at him and smiled, nodding. “Yeah, sometimes.”

	“Cool. I’m going to sauna; to the sauna? to sauna?”

	“I’ll walk with you. I want to get to know you better. Tonight, I’m going to ask AI to recreate you and your voice, then I’m gonna make it talk dirty to me.”

	“Are you recording me?” He was too damned high for a card like this at a foreign table. 

	“No. You did play-by-play for baseball, and other stuff. It’s all over YouTube.”

	“Cool,” he said, then charged out the door. He heard the wacko’s footfalls shuffling to keep up to his much longer strides but didn’t look back. The snow had lessened some but was still enough to muffle the world. Distantly, he heard a gentle scratching sound. He kept his head down all the way around the dock and out to the sauna, Jody’s footfalls mirroring his all the way. 

	He reached the door and dared a glance back. She wasn’t there. She was gone. He opened the door and stepped into the sauna’s outer room. There was a sign demanding that he shower before partaking, and since there was someone he didn’t know inside, he was going to follow that rule. 

	The water was tepid. There was a shampoo bottle on the floor. He plucked it up, open it, and took a deep drag through his nostrils. He coughed. It was like acid apple. 

	“Jesus,” he whispered, deciding on a simple rinse.

	He stepped into the sauna and smiled at the man. He was slender, meagre muscle mass, leaned back, sweaty, and in a towel and slip-on sandals. The faint scent of apple hung on the air.

	“Hey,” Lionel said.

	“Hey.”

	“Lionel.” Lionel sat on the bench opposite the other man. Their bare knees had about two inches of separation at the kneecaps. 

	“Chuck. I’m not ducking out or anything; I technically start tomorrow.”

	Lionel shrugged. “I’m just a delivery guy who’s sleeping over.”
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	Instinctually, Gentle Gertie had played mother for the two younger bears, despite that she was still a juvenile herself. They fed on the bountiful elk and moose, sometimes fish and berries. Once, they’d ravenously cleared every apple from a row of six trees. The lust for apples was always there; from the moment each awoke, it was there.

	Sometimes, other things would come to mind and Gertie would seek out a dark, damp spot to think. She’d been seeing strange things that did not fit with the world around her. Animals much larger than the easy prey of her world. And now this cold; her coat simply never seemed enough. It made her want to lie down and rest.

	One of Gertie’s sisters cried out now, a frustrated sound. 

	The big bear was a bit peckish, might as well find out what was on the night’s menu. She climbed from the steamy hole and shivered against the chill. Two things would keep her warm now: running and feeding, and wasn’t that just fine? One always preceded the other.

	Gertie began to run.

	 

	14

	Jody Smith—née Burnett, divorced but kept her ex’s name—followed Lionel until she saw the massive dark blob in the almost solid mass of the white, white world. She watched it as it grew and grew and grew, then it stopped on the far side of the path. It sat, peering at her with its beady eyes behind its snub nose.

	“Hello,” Jody said. 

	She took a step toward the mammoth bear and its glistening beard of blood. The bear groaned.

	“Why aren’t you sleeping?” 

	She took another small step closer. 

	“Got hungry? What did you eat, an elk?”

	She took another step closer. She stopped well within its reach.

	“Did you wake up and get lonely and wished on a star for an understanding friend?”

	Jody lit a joint she’d rolled this morning while chowing on Frosted Flakes. The bear watched intently, though it seemed highly unconcerned by Jody’s presence. Joint burning well, she put it backward in her mouth, got as near the bear she could, and blew. A thick stream of smoke roped into the bear’s nose. 

	Jody pulled the joint out of her mouth. “Good, huh?” She took a deep drag, then popped the joint back in reverse to blow more cheeba. She could hardly believe how lucky she got sometimes.

	The bear slouched, letting out a groan, then sighed. Jody reversed the joint, took a drag. She flicked the ember and twisted the paper shut. Joint out, shock of the moment passed, Jody really drank in this bear’s scent. It was putrid. Huge strings of meat were caught in the thick pelt of the bear’s chest. 

	“You’re a teenaged dirtbag, baby.” Jody backed away a few steps. “Let’s have a snowball fight.” She grabbed some of the crunchy snow that covered the lake and made a ball. “Incoming!”

	The throw was true and struck the bear in its massive head. It seemed to notice in afterthought, clearly stoned. Jody grabbed more snow, but slowly this time.

	“See?” she said, taking the snow, building a face-seeking bomb. She wound back. “It’s fun!” She pitched a fastball that hit the bear in the left eye.

	The bear tipped back, groaning.

	“Okay, not snowball fights. How about a snowman?” Jody acted quickly, afraid the bear would lose interest and take off; she’d never be able to tell people she built a snowman with the world’s biggest bear—as far as she knew.

	She put the bottom ball about a foot from the bear, which was still on its side, groaning. 

	“See, it’s fun.” She put the second ball in place. “I wonder what I got for a face.”

	The bear sat up, groaning once more. 

	“Okay. I’ll be quick; you got to run.” She used her yellow Bic lighter for the nose and two loonies for eyes. She thought of maybe taking a lace out of her boot for the mouth but decided that was pushing it. 

	The bear worked its tongue around, a tendril of saliva playing down its furry face. Jody opened the camera app on her Samsung.

	“Say cheese,” she said.

	The flash startled the bear, shaking something loose inside. On the second flash, the bear belched a great wash of pink vomit. 

	“What the fuck, bro?” Jody said, flat on her face beneath a liquid blanket of re-gore. And the scent. “What the fuck did you—oh.” Jody saw a human jaw in the vomit, the teeth so glaringly white and shining amid all the blood and shadows.

	The bear rubbed its belly and licked its chops, let out another, dryer burp. As if discovering Jody just then, the bear shook, startled, then leapt as Jody was trying to rise.

	“No, but—”

	The bear fit her great maw around Jody’s head, and snap! Two micro-geysers of blood fired from the open neck hole, even as her body continued to rise. The bear crunched through the skull, watching as the decapitated body got to its feet and took three shambling steps before breaking into a run. 

	The bear swallowed its appetizer and hurried after the aimless dead body.
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	Stacy face-planted hard enough to send a black splash over her vision, which faded like disappearing ink, her fingers to her forehead. She checked for blood and found it in abundance. She looked at what she’d hit and understood where the stink had been coming from. A broken sewage pipe. 

	The bear groaned and panted, coming closer and closer and closer. 

	“Move,” Stacy said through a whine then slipped into the broken pipe full of dead aquatic life and human waste. “Mov—” She choked on the rest of the word as hot, hot bile charged up her throat.

	She heard the bear sniffing at the broken pipe and worked herself deeper. It wasn’t frozen, the sewage, so that wasn’t what broke the pipe open.

	“Move,” Stacy Wool said, shuffling her cold, sodden body onward. Now and then, she’d hear the bear at the break in the pipe and kick into overdrive. “Move.”

	Stacy Wool. Stacy Wool who crawled through a river of shit and came out into a dark laboratory some forty metres from where she’d been. She slapped wetly on the floor as she landed, then frantically began peeling the layers, ignoring the coils of brown, the bright yellow corn skins, the scent bouquet of about a thousand dead fish.

	She continued to crawl, working toward the red of the exit sign above the door. Her body began shivering so violently it was almost thrashing. Her breath caught in her chest. Panic began to cloud her mind with mania. She worked faster, her thighs squeaking, naked and wet with smeary excrement painting her trail. She reached the wall and it felt as if she had to scale it, as if it wasn’t a wall she’d touched a billion times while reaching for the—

	A great sigh left her after she found the bank of light switches. Six feet to her right were two shower stalls, awaiting her embrace like matching sets of open arms. 

	—

	She was halfway to clean when she thought of the bear, thought of Declan’s demise. She had to fight off tears as she raked her fingers through her hair, trying to get all the industrial soap out. 

	In green coveralls two sizes too big, sleeves and pantlegs rolled up to accommodate. She found big rubber boots that pretty much fit. She went to the door to look out at the compound.

	“No, fuck,” she said, seeing two massive brown shapes moving through the storm. 

	If she tried to run in these boots…

	She closed the doors. The labs had phones on the walls, but she didn’t know who to call. There were phones inside the compound. Years and years and years ago it had been a busy place. Stacy read a number written on the wall below the phone and decided to give it a go.

	It rang forever. She hung up. Without the contacts list in her cellphone, she remembered no numbers, not ones from now. She knew her dead parents’ number, her dead grandparents’ numbers, her best friend’s from fifth through eleventh grades, Dunkie Tang’s Pizza, which had been out of business since the early 2010s.

	“Shit,” she said, coming to understand she’d publicly scoffed at a news story that was true: smartphones make us dumber.

	She picked up the phone once more, shaking her head at her stupidity. She had to call for help. There was a savage beast out there, and Declan was dead! She dialed 9-1-1. It rang once.

	“Nine-one-one, is this an emergenc—”

	Stacy looked at the phone. “Wait.” She put it to her ear. She pressed the plunger twice and redialled. No ring, not even a dial tone. “No fucking way,” she said, hurrying to an office within the lab. 

	There was a phone on the desk. 

	“Like tits on a man,” Stacy said and slammed the receiver down. The phones were out.
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	Chuck, the scientist, was about as warm and inviting as a chip clip on the scrotum. Lionel managed to sit in silence for 20 minutes after asking three questions and receiving one-word responses. The other times he’d come to Rob Skin Lake had not gone like this, but if this was as weird as it got, as bad as it got, he’d live. 

	“Well, nice chatting,” he said, the tone rolling eyes hard enough that he didn’t need to as he stepped out and to the can where he’d stashed his stuff.

	—

	Darius Nixon was in the kitchen drinking a mug of hot chocolate. He offered Lionel one; Lionel declined. He offered one made with Baileys Irish Cream.

	“Well, now that has sufficiently twisted my arm.”

	Lionel sat at the table, across from where Darius was sitting. Darius poured still-steamy water from the kettle into a big grey mug, over a goodly mound of hot chocolate powder.

	“There’s marshmallows, but the hot water usually dissolves ‘em right away,” Darius said as he stirred. The drink spinning white circles over a reddish-brown backdrop, he poured in about two ounces of yellowy-white liqueur. 

	Lionel accepted the mug; the marshmallows were gone. 

	“Saw that scientist chick out playing hockey,” Darius said. “Was thinking of going out. Kill some time.”

	Lionel looked at the clock on the wall by the hallway entry: 6:58. “You off soon?”

	“I was off two hours ago.”

	Lionel sipped, swallowed, said, “Sticking around for the weather?”

	Darius smiled a mouth of leaning teeth, yellowed but not offensively so. “No.” The smile disappeared. “Something strange going on around here; I can feel it. My grandmother was psychic.”

	Lionel glazed over a moment, then said, “Cool. I never met the…where’s she skating? I could skate a little. She any good.” He took another mouthful; the cream was pleasantly warm in his guts.

	Darius emptied his mug, then swiped his right hand across his mouth. “She was like an Olympic extra or something. Tell the truth, I wasn’t really listening. She was good, for a girl, I guess.”

	Lionel sighed inwardly. He was getting to know the ugly parts of too many people lately. “I used to play. Let’s go out. There skates for me?”

	Up and moving, Darius belched and said, “Probably.”

	—

	The shed was slightly warmer than the greater world around it. Lionel found a pair of size tens. He was a nine in skates—a ten in sneakers, nine and a half in work boots—so these would be all right in a small sample. Too big skates were murder on the toes, especially pond skating. 

	Darius was surprisingly useful on his blades, possibly he had a reason for the minor misogyny earlier. You always heard about national women’s teams getting pulverized by high school boys. Testosterone, baby.

	Lionel hadn’t been on skates in a couple years. He and Rick used to pretend the paper mill didn’t make the entire city smell like piss, brave the cold, and skate at one of the many outdoor rinks. At some point, it became more work than it was worth, even now with the mill operating at about half-ass. 

	He hadn’t shot a hockey puck since high school. He could’ve played minor junior, probably, but why risk an injury and his future in baseball? 

	“You’re pretty good,” Nicky said to Lionel, then to Darius, “You too.”

	“You too,” Darius said—

	Lionel thought: here it comes.

	—and after a two-count added, “for a girl.”

	“Oh, yeah?” Nicky said, all the joviality gone from her tone. “How about the winner of you two plays me. To three on the shinny net.”

	Huge spotlights reached from the back of the shed onto the pond. They were behind the kitchen, though a little south, almost in line with the sauna. Distantly, light seemed to flicker around the dock and on the fishing shack, shining between momentary snowflake eclipses. 

	“I’m toast,” Lionel said. “But what the hell?”

	Nicky dropped the face-off and Darius took the puck with minimal effort. Lionel laughed, immediately on the chase. 20, 10, five metres, the chase was lost before it began. Darius shot a wrister that skittered gently over the ice like a skipped stone. 

	1-0

	Lionel collected the puck from the net and skated out to in line with an exhaust pipe that came up onshore. Darius couldn’t attack until Lionel crossed the loose line. 

	The light waned out there, casting long shadows from legs and sticks, from the puck itself. Lionel came to a stop, juked right, flipped the puck left. Darius didn’t take the fake, instead he stabbed out the blade of his Bauer, dropping the puck. He stickhandled it over the line, winked and smiled at Lionel, then took off.

	Lionel didn’t bother chasing him. “Hey! Shoot the puck back.”

	Darius skated with the puck bouncing softly against his blade. “Guess if you don’t get around me, I win?”

	“Sure,” Lionel said. 

	“You got this!” Nicky said from the sideline, arms resting on the knob of her stick a la Ken Dryden. 

	He deked left, right, left, stopped; Darius followed none of the motions. High school came back. He had a couple tricks. He deked hard left, taking a big stride, the toe of his skate firing the puck past Darius in a move Alexander Mogilny had had just about perfected back in the ‘90s. Lionel had the puck and a clear path. He took one, two, three, four—

	Darius lifted his stick from behind and snatched the puck and darted back for the line. Lionel was cooked, but that hardly mattered, he’d give it. He took a cattle-penning stance: arms out wide, hockey stick in his right hand—biggest difference from penning cattle being that one needed a blade to play hockey; smacking a steer’s ass could be done with just the shaft of the stick. He matched Darius’ forward motion with backward motion.

	Suddenly the ice was under Lionel and Nicky was laughing. There’d been a spin and juke. Lionel’s knees had buckled, his upper body going in the opposite direction of his lower.

	“That’s the game,” Darius said from over by the net.

	Nicky skated out to Lionel, hand offered. Lionel accepted and said under his breath, “Hope you whip his ass.” Matching his volume, Nicky replied, “I intend to.”

	Lionel grabbed the puck they’d been using. He glided to about where Nicky had dropped the puck to start them off. The snow clung to his eyelashes, obscuring his vision as he bent at the knees and held the puck a metre from the ice. 

	“Ready?”

	Nicky and Darius both gave single nods. Lionel threw down the puck, hoping for flat. Long before it hit the ice, Darius swatted it.

	“Hey!” Nicky and Lionel said as if harmonizing a protest song. “Didn’t hit the ice,” Lionel said to Darius who was already halfway to the little net. 

	They readied again. This time, Lionel noticed, Nicky had shifted her hands, was no longer drawing back between her feet. Darius was shaking his head, as if he should’ve been allowed to cheat, just a smidge. 

	“We good?” Lionel said, looking to Darius, then to Nicky. He dropped the puck. It smacked flatly a half-second before Nicky batted it to the left, then spun onto the puck to keep her back to Darius while keeping Darius from a clean poke at the puck. Nicky pulled away after four strides; Darius used the tip of his stick blade to take her feet out. She thumped with a dull oogh but managed to get a shot off from about 10 strides away.

	Darius immediately spun to look at Lionel after the puck glided down and into the net. “That’s way too far out, right?”

	Lionel smirked. “Not when you trip her. Your puck. Keep it clean, huh?” He stabbed his stick, blade up, into a snowbank and took up the big aluminum shovel, ready to play ice crew.

	Nicky had snow all over her legs and abdomen from her short slide on the ice, had snow on her thick brown hair from the seemingly endless fall. She wore a smile of sorts, though not one built on happiness; she’d clearly dealt with enough men before. 

	Darius skated over the assumed line with the puck, looking downright miserable. He stickhandled, eyes hard on Nicky. She stood in wait. Lionel was all but rubbing his hands like a greedy prospector. Did anything beat competition between two people taking it way too seriously?

	There was plenty of room to choose left or right; Darius took the puck right, elbow and shoulder high, high enough that if Nicky came too close, she’d get one in the chops. She seemed to sense this, putting pressure on Darius’ back with a big, sturdy hip—huzzah, estrogen!— and leaned. He tried to get around, but could only drift further and further from the light. He jerked to a stop and stumbled through the kind of spin-o-rama that would make Denis Savard cringe.

	Nicky smacked Darius’ stick shaft with her stick, then lifted, and used her foot to snatch the puck. She took a single stride before Darius clothes-lined her, laying her flat.

	“Holy fuck, man,” Lionel said, taking five quick kicks to pick up a modicum of speed, racing to Nicky, but she was already getting up.

	Darius popped the puck home and turned, “One one—”

	Nicky reared back, reaching to Jupiter, and flung a fist into his face. Darius stumbled, his feet kicking out, fighting for equilibrium. Nicky pounced on him, drilling four more punches into his face, shouting, “Not bad for a girl, eh! Not bad for a girl!”

	Lionel grabbed her by the shoulders, falling as he did so, sending both him and Nicky sprawling. Darius got up, steam pouring off his bloodied face and bent nose.

	“That’s it, you goddamned once a month bleeding bit—” 

	A massive brown swatch was suddenly everywhere. Darius was flat, his throat and tongue spilling from his mouth like a prolapsed anus, like toothpaste squeezed from a rolled tube. 

	“Jesus, fuck,” Lionel mumbled, looking up, up, up.

	The bear—is that a bear?—was tearing Darius to bits, its great claws shredding flesh and snowsuit, a steady spill of blood had everything turning pink. It began to eat its catch. The smacking, crunching, belching…Lionel got to his feet, feeling ready to spew his cookies.

	“Come on,” he hissed, skating into the darkness beyond the yard lights. The fresh snow at his feet was at least 15 centimetres, at least. “Nicky?” 

	He didn’t see where she’d gone until he did. She was charging from the deeper darkness. She hit top speed not long before she smashed her stick over the bear’s great head in an Eddie Shore special. The bear whipped around, howling.

	“Are you nuts?” Lionel said, now positioned for a quick getaway, maybe 50 metres from the shed.

	The bear swung at Nicky as she blew by for a second strike. Nicky ducked the threat, but lost footing over the sloppy remains of Darius Nixon. 

	“Help!” she shouted then.

	Lionel looked around for something, anything. He still had the shovel; he considered throwing it. Stupid. 

	Nicky was crawling toward him, kicking and thrashing at the bear as it pawed cautiously around her blades—palms a glistening mess of foreign and local fluids. The expression on her face was a ghoul’s mask of terror. The bear reeled her in. 

	Raaaawr!

	It growled in her face. Lionel was frantic until he saw the small collection of pucks beneath an inch of fresh snow. He scooped up three, then looked up: the bear slammed a paw next to Nicky, growling a gooey-looking mist over her harried face while she screamed for help.

	Lionel didn’t think about the silliness of it, instead self-pitched a puck high and used the shovel like a baseball bat. The first went foul. The second he missed—Nicky’s screams had become a muffled whine in high. The third grazed the top of the bear’s massive head. It looked at Lionel as he bent for a fourth, then pitched it up and swung. The crack was music and the puck lasered through the night, into the bear’s open mouth.

	The bear rolled, roaring, a wave of sparkling snow billowing skyward before landing with a wumpt. Nicky was up in a heartbeat, a walking powdered doughnut, her left arm dangling at her side.

	“Come on!” Lionel skated for the open shed, Nicky behind him but catching up quickly, then passing him.
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	Tanya couldn’t get the goddamned snowmobile flipped over. She’d gotten up to 206 KM/H before she chickened out. She slowed slowly, but not slowly enough. She went too far and nailed the invisible shore. 

	The machine was only doing about 60 KP/H and barely got air, but the landing was jarring enough that Tanya thumbed the accelerator. The machine burst out from beneath her and carried onward into a ditch, onto its side, onto its hood. The engine coughed. She got to her feet and raced to the big snowmobile.

	But it wouldn’t go over.

	“Why did you take it?” she said, wishing she had a time machine—though an upright snowmobile would be something sweet, too.

	—

	Tanya fucking loved riding the snowmobiles. She’d never done it before she started working at the lab. Now she did it any opportunity she got. 

	Up until today, she’d only ever used the old Ski-Doo Summit, which was more work and less play, a lot less. She wondered how someone talked the budget people into the idea that they needed a Polaris 800 Switchback. 

	The engine purred beneath her, the stiff saddle seat cool against her thighs. She put it in reverse and revved, gently, gently. That purr became a growl. She let off the gas and flung herself at the handlebars. The machine was geared to a heavier rider, hardly bounced even as Tanya thrashed.

	She laughed in her helmet as she rode out of the shed and to the mouth of an alley. The visor fogged. She reached with her left hand to open it; her right hand pressed the thumb paddle and the machine jumped; she veered toward the wall but corrected as her thumb lifted. Stiff with adrenaline, she managed to keep from flopping over the handlebars.

	Visor up, she looked back at her trail, red in the running light glow. She’d nearly hit the side of the shed. 

	“Shit,” she said, rising to look at the skis, which were buried beneath several inches of clean snow. She climbed down for a better— “Fuck.” The right ski had a slight bend to it. 

	She stood contemplating the smart thing to do, and the fun thing to do.

	“Already going to get shit for the ski.” 

	She climbed back onto the Machine. She crept to the edge of the slim alley, where the landscape opened onto the frozen lake and nothing to hit for a bajillion miles.

	—

	At least Tanya had done her work before she had lost control. She looked in the direction of the lab. It was too dark and far too snowy to see more than the suggestion of light from the laboratory. And this far away, she’d have to follow her tracks, otherwise she’d find herself stepping in the wrong place, maybe tripping over some unseen obstacle, maybe finding a spot that remained thawed and wet thanks to some chemical spill, maybe freezing to death in a crevice.

	A shiver danced her spine before shooting into her limbs. She sighed and began the winding trek homeward, muttering every now and then: “Should’a took the Summit. Stupid.”

	—

	Gentle Gertie had memories of people, though they felt off, as if they did not belong to her. In a sense, they did, but in a bigger sense, she was not the prehistoric she-bear that had ravaged the countryside an hour or so north of the Greater Vancouver Area. She was more. She knew more, had lived in this strange world for much, much longer. 

	The biggest shill she’d taught herself was fear and patience. People, while delicious, were problematic; put simply, eating them was risky, a danger she knew without truly understanding how she knew…and yet, now, as she watched the singular woman stomp the winding paths, there appeared to be zero risk in charging forward, shredding the woman, and eating all the tenderest bits now, bury the rest for later. 

	—

	Tanya heard the clone of a massive prehistoric she-bear before she saw the clone of a massive prehistoric she-bear. She was still a long ways from the laboratory; following the winding snowmobile course was taking forever; her own fault for rutting figure-eights; close to a metre high, that snow. The animal sounds came from her right.

	“Arrghhh!” she roared into the night a single heartbeat before she raced back for the overturned snowmobile. 

	The heavy breathing and clomping steps were behind her now, coming fast, probably more than doubling her 9.5 KM/H—a feat in a snowsuit and Sorels. 

	It was pure black ahead. This shadow she needed. In a rut at its base, an overturned Polaris 800 Switchback. Tanya closed her eyes and put her head down, the helmet bobbing loosely on her shoulders as she reached for the snowmobile like it was a finish line at the end of a 100-metre dash: chin first.

	—

	The bear matched her steps to the swishing thumps of the human woman, and once to within reach, swiped her great paw. The head rolled like a bowling ball, into the dark. The body seemed to float for a second or two before wumping into the fresh powder. 

	—

	Losing her helmet violently rattled Tanya’s senses, her feet leaving ground as she tripped. She got up, glancing back, and only seconds before she slammed into the snowmobile’s track and went ass over, again. She pushed back in a crooked cobra pose, nostrils and ears pack with snow. She spat. Blinked.

	“Shit,” she hissed and crawled back to the snowmobile. She’d dug it most of the way out before abandoning it. She took the handles and bench pressed against a sum of weight she’d never budge. It was simply too heavy for her to— 

	The snowmobile flipped. Tanya kayaked with the motions. The machine came to a stop within spitting distance of the incredible beast. Almost apelike in its motions, the bear slashed at where she’d been rather than where she was now. She reached for the key.

	The lights lit.

	The bear jerked around.

	Tanya started the engine with the push of a button. 

	The bear leapt, claws latching onto Tanya’s sides as she gunned the gas. The bear clung and clung and clung. Tanya’s screams were swallowed by the roar of the great engine. The bumps bounced a raking menace, tearing coat, then flesh, muscles and tendons and bone. 

	The bear finally slipped off as Tanya opened like a seam while her meatless torso steered the snowmobile beneath an unharmed neck and head. The thumb bone of her right hand fell away with a gristly sluice and the machine slowed, slowed, slowed, stopped.

	—

	The bear chewed through the breastplate of the woman, eyes hard on the rest of the woman, still perched on the speed.
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	Stacy had been doing circles in the main lab around empty tables and tidy desks. She knew, she knew, that fucking creature would be out there, and she’d decided it was indeed a creature. She also decided the next time her gramma was talking mental shit about spirits and whatever, she was going to listen, maybe. That thing was hunting her.

	Her.

	It took no time at all to understand. She’d had an abortion, one maybe later than where it still felt like only her. In high school they’d called it Hoovering it out. She’d lied to the nurses and doctors, told them two, maybe three months, told them she didn’t know and ate junk food, probably that’s why it seemed a little big. She wasn’t sure if they bought it, but they’d hoovered the baby out.

	Aborted or not, that child had grown and grown, lost in the wilds of the universe, looking for her mama. Forever in time to a motherless child; that time had soured her soul. 

	Stacy put her hand to her bare chest—her clothes were on a heater. She kept on her undies; her salt and pepper pubes scaling the seams of the pale blue cotton like she was smuggling Albert Einstein. 

	How could she apologise?

	How could she let anyone else get hurt because of her choice?

	Stacy took a deep, centering breath. She had to swim. She had to get the creature out into the open, plead her case, offer her love. She could do it. Everything she needed was right here. There was a closet of thick wetsuits, in another, scuba gear. From the other side of the room, she grabbed the tall spool of cellophane they used to seal off all the stuff they sent out by courier. That water was going to be beyond cold, even with the suit. A few extra, water-resistant layers were necessary.

	—

	Legs stiff, Stacy crossed the room to the ladder up to the lake access port. She’d almost taken a peek out the door to be sure her creature was there. But she knew, and now wasn’t the time; their time was out there.

	Thankfully, the waterproof electric augers were kept up top by the lake access port. Aboveground, the damned thing was heavy and awkward; underwater, the four air bladders around the shaft would do their thing. 

	She spun the hatch handle. The gloves she’d found were all too big; she’d inherited carny hands from her mother, leaving her forever clumsy in gloves. Cold emanated from the water.

	“Yep,” she said, then put on her mask. She’d already checked the tank. She’d done two scuba vacations on Haida Gwaii, was basically a pro at gearing up. “Move,” she said now, the word muffled by the rubber scrunching her face. 

	A grunt charged up from her chest as she hefted the heavy auger over to the hatch before letting it drop. It fell, bobbed, then flipped upside down, calibrated to drill holes in the ice from underneath. She took five deep breaths with her eyes closed, standing over the hole. After the fifth, she waited a beat, then jumped, tucking her feet together and keeping her arms to her sides. The tank hit the edge on the way down and Stacy tipped forward.

	She hardly noticed the change in equilibrium; the goddamned cold had sucked the air from her lungs. She fought to keep her head. This water was not deadly cold, not in the suit and about a thousand metres of Saran Wrap. Time, she needed to adjust—

	Your creature will kill again!

	She tapped the light on the front of her mask and looked at the auger. She’d seen the light from the auger shine up through the ice before—not this year, but in the past, and if they’d changed the auger, it would be to upgrade. Assumedly. 

	She pawed around the machine’s many rubber buttons until locating two lights: one flashed red, the other cast a bluish swatch that cut the dark, dark water like an expanding universe slicing through the nothingness beyond. 

	Stacy took the two big handles and started to kick out behind her. Too bad the auger didn’t have a propulsion system built in. Slowly she moved, mostly trying to stay calm with warm thoughts.

	Hot chocolate.

	Hot tubs.

	Hot oil massage.

	Hot times in the old town tonight. 

	There were spots where light played through the ice, though none were close. Stacy guessed the biggest of those was where they scraped and went ice skating sometimes. She had to go thrice that far to get into the open, she guessed. The light from the rink area stayed to her left. 

	The minutes mounted. Stacy fought shivers and chattering teeth, fought stopping a minute to build up some energy. She needed energy now, needed it later, needed it for all the in-between stretch. But the cold, the cold.

	“Yuh—yuh—your cree—creature,” she mumbled into her mask, pushing herself. She kicked harder, despite her heavy legs. She tried to think of a motivating song, maybe something from Pat Benetar. It wouldn’t come.

	It was as if the cold had stolen her memory beyond the situation and what needed done, which was fine when it came to going the distance.
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	The little office in the shed had a couch. The couch pulled out.

	Erma was surprised. “That was pretty good for your first time.”

	Fisher, who’d stood to dress, stopped with his shirt halfway over his shoulders. “First time doing it?” His tone dripped incredulity.

	Erma sat forward. Her smallish breasts were goosepimpled from the chill in the room meeting a sheen of sweat. The little space heater hadn’t shut off since they’d turned it on more than an hour ago. 

	“Yeah. Well…that’s what Jody said.” Erma quickly grabbed her bra, her cheeks and throat going pink. 

	“Eww, Jody.” Fisher’s face bunched into a De Niro mask. “She grabbed my butt once. Eww.”

	They dressed in silence, the temperature between them dropping away. 

	“So, what, you get lots of tail?” Erma said, not looking at Fisher.

	It was Fisher’s turn to go pink. “I guess.”

	Erma looked at him then. She was fully dressed but for one untied shoe. “Okay… We can do it again, if you want.”

	Fisher’s eyes lit. “Really?” he said, already peeling his recently donned parka. 

	“Hold up,” Erma said, laughing through the words. “I didn’t mean now, today.”

	“Oh.”

	—

	Snub-Faced Sally had observed Fuzzy Fran devour a man just minutes ago and decided she could handle another bite. These creatures were wily and small, but oh so tasty. 

	She found herself sniffing around the sheds when she took in a different smell. A carnal smell. The she-bear bent her epic proportions to look through a small window beneath an overhanging roof.

	Two of the creatures. Without their fur. And that scent.

	—

	Fisher watched Erma bend to tie her other boot when a tremendous series of clanks and bangs stopped her. The heavy walls had vibrated. She looked at him after another bang. A closer bang. 

	“I—”

	Fisher got no more out before the door swung open hard enough to bury the doorhandle in the interior wall. Through the door was the biggest bear.

	Erma turned to run, stepping on her untied laces and thumping wetly onto the cement floor. The bear snorted once before reaching in a great paw and taking hold of Erma, claws piercing both calves. 

	Her screams were awful. Fisher couldn’t look. He ran across the room to the other door. Erma called for him through an elongated howl that when it ended, it ended abruptly.

	“Sorry,” he said, exiting. He ran toward the back of the shed, which opened onto the ice rink—he’d heard people out there and he needed a ride home.

	—

	Sally watched the escaping creature from the corner of her eye as she reeled in the kicking and screaming creature like she was a Fruit by the Foot. She’d catch up with the male, no problemo. But first…

	The female blubbered whiny nonsense, even as the bear took the human’s entire left leg into her mouth and CRUNCH! The human thrashed harder, the pitch of her scream rising, rising, rising—stopped. The blood puddle was deliciously large. As the bear lapped, she listened. Somewhere nearby, one of the little creatures was breathing heavily behind a series of clicking sounds, beyond a jutting wall—one she hadn’t destroyed yet.

	—

	Fisher got to the far end of the shop and was on his way out the big sliding door when he saw the skis leaning against the wall, next to where six pairs of hockey skates sat on jutting nails. They were his old ones, and his old boots. He’d brought them in in case someone wanted to take up the sport; that’s how the skate lending system worked, but so far, nobody wanted to cross-country ski—there was a dusty set of ancient skis leaned in a corner, too, so he’d had reason to hope, but nothing came of it. He’d been embarrassed enough by this that he hadn’t even hinted to anyone that it might be fun to have a friend to join him on the trails. 

	Boots on, skis clicked on, Fisher donned a pair of cold, cold mittens from a basket on a boney steel shelf by the door. He grabbed the poles and got moving. The swish and thump on the ice sounded almost like a drum kit to him. The cold slashed his face, and the dark was simply too dark for his electricity-adjusted vision. 

	He saw spots; he heard shouts, from all directions; he did not stop, charging blindly until his vision accepted the night and the soft, mounded world around him.

	“No, but,” he said, braking on the ice but not stopping, his waxy skis slipping him along like a hockey puck. 

	Somehow, the bear had gotten in front of him. The scientist woman and Lionel the baseball player were skating right at him—the scientist blazing by Lionel like he was standing still.

	Fisher blinked away snowflakes. The scientist raced past him then, without word, while Lionel shouted, “Get back inside! Go! Go!”

	“No, but…”
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	“…are there two?” Fisher said, looking one way, then the other, twice over. 

	Nicky was like lightning, to the shed door in seconds, but from the shadows like Jason Voorhees with a machete came Sally. The bear raked her great claws into Nicky until something caught. The scientist was flung backward at the hips with a wet pop! She began to scream, arms flailing violently against the bears right bicep. 

	Nicky looked up at the she-bear, meeting the beast eye-to-eye; a tremendous wave of anger overtook her. “Fuck you, you goddamned freak of fucking nature! I hope you…”

	The bear leaned over Nicky’s face, jaws spread, eyetooth tickling at her left eyeball, breath stinking of carrion and rot and piss.

	“…become some rich cunt’s rug! I—”

	The bear bit, piercing through the eye, into the brainpan from beneath. The crunch from the back was wetter, hotter, saltier as fluid oozed into the beast’s ravenous maw. Both Fisher and Lionel heard the debraining from where they stood. 

	“Uh,” Fisher said. “Uh.”

	Lionel took stock. The other bear was lying down, cleaning blood from paws and fur, clearly keeping watch of them. He took a breath and huff it out in a steamy puff. Okay. They’d come to stop by the net, the pucks, and a couple sticks.

	“Right,” Lionel said, seeing the answer like MacGyver looking at a foot of skipping rope, a pair of soiled underpants, and a jam jar of cesium. “We have to scare them off.”

	“What?” Fisher said, attention hard on the feasting she-bear as it scarfed the scientist, head-first. 

	“We have to scare them off.” Lionel dropped to his butt and began untying his skates.

	“How we ‘sposed to do that. That one also got Erma, eh?”

	Lionel paused a moment, huffed, and continued working his foot out of the stiff boot. “Gather the pucks. All the pucks. Hurry.” He glanced to the sleepy bear: still lazing about, but just a smidge closer than before. It would get closer yet, no doubt.

	Fisher found eleven pucks and kicked them into a loose pile at his feet. “Okay? What—Whoa! Whoa!”

	The bear suddenly had no interest in Nicky’s corpse and began a slow, drippy saunter toward the guys. 

	“Right. Here’s what you do: you pitch me pucks and I send ‘em at the bears. It already sort of worked once. Though I think its just waiting on the other one—see? Come on; ready; put a little heat on it.”

	In his socked feet, Lionel positioned himself to swing for the beast closer to the shed. Fisher tossed the first puck. Lionel was miles ahead, overswinging, sending his feet into a minor fit, his socks frozen to the ice, looking a bit like basset hound ears.

	“Shit. Pack snow on it; I can’t see.” Lionel got into his stance. 

	Fisher, still in his skis, packed a snowball around a puck. “Incoming.” He threw.

	Lionel stepped into his swing and nailed the puck square, sending it into the unsuspecting upper jaw of Snub-Nosed Sally. The bear yipped, paws going to face, body falling a pained roll.  

	“Holy shit!” Fisher said, face lit, disco balls in his eye sockets.

	Lionel shuffled around, his socks frozen in spot where he had been standing. “Throw!” he shouted. His feet were bright red against the snow, which was bluish beneath the pale moon and the forest’s myriad shadows. 

	The puck whizzed, the face of the shovel catching it square. Fuzzy Fran swiped at it but missed. The puck struck eye with a slurpy ssskluck. The bear rolled then, roaring a pained wail while blood oozed in a seemingly endless flow, steam rising from the fleshy hole as if the bear’s head was full of smoke. 

	Unlike Sally, Fran did not stay down. Lionel clenched his jaw. He was steadily lifting one foot then the other, chasing those short windows of reprieve. The big bear was heading for them. Lionel huffed.

	“Pitch me another,” he said, then looked to where Fisher had been; the kid had his legs pumping and his arms swinging, motoring toward the shed. “What the fuck?” Lionel jerked back around to look at the big ass bear angrily charging in his direction.

	His feet slipped when he tried to run. The flesh against the ice had gone numb, but the chill in his bones was beyond ignoring. Lionel thrust his body toward the pucks, snatching one up and spinning around, anticipating a strike. Puck in his left, shovel in his right, he was ready to self-pitch, but the bear was gone.

	No, not gone.

	There was a blood trail freckling the ice, leading to the shed. Lionel looked that way and said, “Oh, shit.”

	—

	Fisher had been so focussed on the bear behind him that he didn’t question whether or not that single puck to the jaw was enough to fully incapacitate the other bear. Still, he gave Snub-Nosed Sally plenty of space. The swish and scrape of the skis on the ice was counterbalanced by Fisher’s aggrieved breaths. 

	“Shit,” he whispered, seeing that Fuzzy Fran was not stopping to eat the baseball player. 

	He put his chin down and pushed onward—was wholly unable to stop, even as he saw the bear before him rolling her great form like a chocolate jelly roll meeting icing sugar. Her face was an oozing black hole, her fur matted and crusty—it was the only part of her that wasn’t powdered white. She was on her feet as Fisher fought with his momentum, his skis braking hard sideways, but they’d cleaned the ice too well for the skating area. He thumped into the bear’s chest, then was immediately swatted into the night like a beachball during the headline act at an all-night music festival. He landed with a weighty whoomp onto a mound of shovelled snow that had gone hard with compaction, popping his skis from his boots like runaway pogo sticks. The left ski sailed a wonky path into the thick shadows beyond where the yard lights touched; the other moved like Fisher had Doug Flutie in his boot, a tight spiral cutting the defense, right into the already battered Snub-Nosed Sally’s left eye and out the back of her head.

	The great beast stumbled forward, looking like a strangely gory Halloween costume, the ski through her head, firm as a ship’s mast. Fisher had the sense to cover himself; the bear wasn’t stopping. She landed on him.

	Within seconds, he felt the other bear latch onto his right foot, the plastic of his boot cracking audibly.

	—

	Lionel couldn’t watch. He couldn’t stand either, not in his bare feet. They felt gone, and yet on fire in a vague, disconnected way. Concerning. 

	He dropped to his butt and yanked first the left sleeve, then right, from his parka with surprising ease. He pulled the cuff—cinched with Velcro—to above his ankle, then tied a clumsy knot at the open end, to close off the slipper over his foot. He quickly repeated this.

	The closest building was the sauna. He climbed over the lip where the snow from the rink had been dumped. His hands ached now, his chest ached, too. 

	He wanted a bath. He wanted home.

	Perhaps the sauna could stand in.

	At least the snow had let up. For now.
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	Once she got used to it, the cold wasn’t that bad. Moving was tough, the flotation device affixed to the auger kept her dragging along the underside of the surface. She kicked. And kicked. 

	The water was alive. She drifted, had to fight the currents. Her goal wasn’t to the very middle of the huge lake, but close. Getting there had become her sole life objective. She shut her eyes and thought about anything but the torture of her crime. That poor baby.

	A single tear slipped less than an inch from her left eye before meeting rubber. 

	“Move,” she breathed. 

	She kicked onward with only a vague sense of direction thanks to cleared spots on the ice. The cold was now starting to feel a little cold again. She wasn’t halfway to her—

	A school of six trout swam up to her beneath a clearing and hovered. Stacy nearly choked; they were covered in fur. They blinked. She blinked. The fur swayed with the gentle motion of the frozen lake, but their piercing grey eyes never wavered. Stacy blinked again.

	They were gone as fast as they’d come. 

	“Move,” she whispered through a shiver and kicked onward.
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	A tall blonde woman in a white lab coat over a wool jacket and skirt, green plaid, stood next to a tall brunette woman in a white lab coat over a satin blouse and cotton skirt, pink, white. Both beautiful. They were standing in a lab busy with beakers and Bunsen burners and arrant goggles, gloves, and jars of mystery elements. The edges of the screen were fuzzy; had to be a VHS transfer; all the better.

	Chuck was finally alone. He liked Nicky, but she was chatty as fuck. Then people kept coming in, encroaching on the only thing he was looking forward to about this stupid assignment. There was a fish. An anomaly, surely. It had been hooked by a dropped line; it hadn’t taken the bait, was instead the victim of chance timing. The line fell, the trout swam into the hook, struggled momentarily, sinking the hook further. The fish then stopped fighting, and, apparently, accepted its fate.

	They put the fish in a tank, took video and photos, tried to feed it, took more visual documentation. About a kilometre into the trip down to Vancouver, the fish went belly up, its fur fell out, and by the time they reached their destination, the trout was like a piece of jerky in the tank. 

	The fish had first been caught three days ago in Bulkley River, maybe 50 metres from the shore of Rob Skin Lake. Probably it was a one off. Probably there’d be nothing in the lake. Probably. 

	Chuck adjusted himself beneath the towel as he leaned back some, bringing his knees up. He held his phone in his left hand. On screen, the scientists were arguing the merits of an ocean program more like NASA.

	“There’s simply not enough to learn down there,” Brunette said.

	Blonde put her hands in her hair. “Not enough to—”

	Across the room, a tray of test tubes had been knocked to the floor by the long, skinny penis jutting from the boney hips of a young man in a stripey shirt, red suspenders, and high blue jeans. That penis poked from the open fly. The crash it caused rang a symphony of shattered glass.

	The man looked down, pushed his huge red glasses up his squarish face. “Did I do that?” he said, high nasal with a gravelly rumble in the back. The real Urkel didn’t sound like a pack a day man. 

	The scientists said, in unison, “Steeeeeve!”

	“I’m sorry, I don’t know—” The faux Urkel began walking toward the scientists, spinning slowly, knocking shit over with his dong. “—how to get this thing to go away.”

	Blonde put a hand to her chin. Brunette tapped her nose. Both wore deep thinking faces.

	Brunette gave a small shake, as if coming to a thought. “What if we rubbed it?”

	Blonde nodded. “And if that doesn’t work, we can lick it.”

	And in unison, the scientists said, “For science.”

	Chuck spit into his palm and reached beneath his towel, then had a second thought; he crossed the room to grab that apple shampoo.

	—

	Lionel ran in his arm sleeve shoes as best he could. He looked a touch like a clown or a scuba diver trying to book it across a backyard. The pain became a steady throb as blood began returning to his frozen feet. A bright side.

	“Bright side,” he said under his breath, thinking Rick would get a kick out of this grisly slaughter having a bright side. If he ever got to tell him about it.

	He powered onward. The sauna had seemed so, so close to the skating rink before. Lionel took great sweeping steps, his technique harkening back to grade school gym class and trying to run in snowshoes. He glanced back. The bears were looking his way instead of chowing down on their kills. But a heartbeat apart, the great beasts each took a great loping stride.

	“Fuck.”

	Lionel faced front and waddled like a maniac. He had, maybe, 30 big strides to get to the sauna; though, now, the building hardly seemed adequate to deal with these beasts. 

	He heard them long before he took even six loping strides—the arm sleeves had become like mop heads. Then he saw one, then the other, both burning right by him as he slowed to a stop, just steps from the walkway into the sauna.

	—

	The bears had lost the other human. One moment he was there; another he was gone. They’d find them all eventually. They tasted…beyond any other food. Or so they’d assumed.

	The apple scent took them both back to memories of an orchard they’d never seen, of eating those bright red globes until their tummy ached and their shits turned to cider. And here was something just like the scent of the orchard, of home.

	Neither so much as side-eyed Lionel as they barrelled by.

	—

	Lionel heard the scientist scream and stopped. He listened a moment longer—the screams had ceased abruptly—then carried on to the closest door, which led into the main building.

	—

	Fran found the door first, playing it through with a single swat. Inside was another of the great food, and the smell of apples. That most beautiful scent.

	The man screamed, dropping his towel as he rose; it swung from the tip of his erection. Sally forced her way by, slashing the screams silent, simultaneously unveiling a rib case and spilling a coil of intestine. The intestine knocked the towel away, two corn-laden coils piled upon Chuck’s still stiff rod in its place.

	Fran broke by and caught the falling meat sack a moment before touchdown. Headfirst, Chuck was ingested.

	Sally growled at her sister self but carried on with what she could manage with her sore, sore mouth. She sniffed, circling like a bloodhound. There it was, beneath Fran’s meal. That apple smell. The she-bear clone took the shampoo bottle into her broken jaw and managed to work the bottle down her throat. She grimaced.

	Fran snorted as she lapped at blood. Sally took a few licks but changed her mind and returned to the outside. She sat in the snow and prodded at her face with blood-sodden paws. Only moments passed before she heard Fran exit the hot little building. A shot to the back landed as if scheduled.

	Unexpectedly, Sally burped. A soap bubble floated free. Both watched it intently. After the wind popped the bubble, Fran pawed Sally’s back again. Another burp, this time releasing four bubbles. Fran leapt and hit three quick strikes. Sally burped a great, rattling war cry of gas; the bubbles came out in clusters. 

	Fran chased. Sally joined in. The ferocious beasts swatted at bubbles, a gentle breeze dictating their direction. When the bubbles disappeared, Sally inhaled deeply, then belched bubbles of a cornucopia of sizes—they smelled like apples, but they did not taste like apples. Again, the breeze dragged the she-bears away from the ice, past the building onto the road…
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	Fisher felt a number of stinging slashes, a few struck deep, but as quickly as it had started he found himself driven away from the violence. He felt paws forcing him into a snowbank, then through. He lay curled, fighting off shivers, waiting for an attack that would never come.

	When Fisher finally peeked, the huge goddamned bears were booking it away from where he planned to be. 

	In pain all over, cold and wet, veins pumping pure adrenaline, he raced into the shed and dropped the rental set of ancient fiberglass skis to the floor from by the hanging skates. Fisher wondered if he had to return the skis if the only other people to know about them had been devoured by bears.

	The wet snowsuit was bad news, as far as he had to go. He stripped down, constantly checking to see that the bears hadn’t found him. There was a parka and that would have to do. In his undies and coat, Fisher redonned his boots. The click wasn’t great, mating the old, old skis from the early 2000s to his new boots, but it would do. The poles were short but there, so he took them and got moving.

	“When was the last time you were waxed?” he said to the skis as they snagged now and then through the glide.

	There were two options to getting help: a farm one kilometre away—as the crow flies—or a farm seven kilometres away by hilly road. 

	He had to risk it; besides, he’d be too cold if he tried to ski seven-k without pants. As it was, he was pretty sure his balls had crawled up into his taint. He took another look. The bears were way over by the sauna—where the sauna had been; looked pretty well demolished, now—if he stuck to the shadows, he could be across the lake and over a couple fields with little trouble thanks to public snowmobile trails.

	“Olympics,” he whispered, then broke, keeping to the shadows. Quickly, he made a little distance.

	—

	Gentle Gertie watched from the treeline as the intriguing-smelling creature strode by. That smell stirred a feeling she’d been craving inexplicably, on and off. That smell turned on that feeling.

	The massive she-bear clone started after the smell, a scratch needing itched.

	—

	Like being side swiped by a high-speed combine, Fisher was flattened out of his borrowed skis. He been thinking about how when he got to the Olympics and needed to dig deep, he’d always have this daring escape to draw from.

	The she-bear sniffed at him, her nose quickly finding his balls—apparently not inside his body. She nudged and licked at the underwear, twice nipping Fisher’s penis. The next nip took away his underwear altogether. 

	“Hey!” Fisher said, nearly pushing the mammoth beast away from his genitals before thinking better of it. Maybe she’d leave him alone if he remained… “Fuck, fuck, fuck.” This came out in a desperate whine. 

	He was made stiff as the Lush Lagoons on the Food Network by Gertie’s licking tongue…

	 

	*put on some Marvin Gaye and imagine; count me out*

	 

	…The moment her backward thrusts ceased forcing penetration, she spun. The smelly tool had gone small. She slashed to wake it up. The stilled male suddenly came to, jumping to his feet and breaking into a run. Between his legs, the flap of his pelvis dangled like a quilt. 

	Gertie suddenly felt hungry and started after the man as he shambled toward the centre of the lake.
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	Stacy was trying very hard not to panic. Her vision had gone funny as her thoughts—she couldn’t unsee those fish, which were surely connected to the door she’d left open when she’d done what she’d done. 

	“Move,” she told herself, over and over, but finally she’d gone far enough. She reached the centre and began drilling. It was so much harder than she’d anticipated. When the hole was big enough to pop her head out like a groundhog, she did, and saw nothing but shadows. 

	“Fuck!”

	She had barely gone anywhere, it felt. She dropped, said it again, “Move,” and trudged onward, her arms like jelly, chest aching something awful, her neck so cold it felt detached. 

	Minutes mounted. She was numb all over, her gaze vacant.

	Above, a snowless area let moonshine play through, and as Stacy passed beneath the window, a furry paw swiped over. It was as big as a fucking manhole.

	She hurried on. She didn’t want to meet her daughter head on until she could stand upright.

	—

	Lionel got to the van and snuck around front slowly, leaning against the hood, almost certain he’d find a fucking bear behind the wheel. But no, at least not that he could see; the damned thing wore about eight inches of fluffy snow. He winced as he sidled the van, his feet suffering turbo pins and needles as they warmed in stolen boots.

	The snow whoomped to the ground a moment before an avalanche slipped away, windshield clean. Good enough. Lionel shuffled in behind the wheel. He turned the key and was a little surprised when the engine lit; tonight felt like the world was fighting back against Her human torturers. 

	But maybe, just maybe he’d…

	“Focus,” he said, pulling the shifter to Drive and hooking a roger onto the gravel road that would take him to the highway. 

	The glass had gone snow globe with frosty condensation framing the interior of his windshield. He missed everything in his peripheries, but he saw the floating bubbles burst against his hood. He didn’t have time to wonder about them; the bears were back and on the right side of the van. Lionel hadn’t belted in and hit the ceiling before flopping onto the passenger’s seatback. 

	“Fuh,” he barked, the shock of the suddenness had Lionel in a slow-motion fog, the van further flipping and spinning before thumping back onto its tires. 

	Lionel lifted himself from the floor of the back of the van and looked around. Four seconds was almost too long for him to come to, recognize his situation. The van began rocking; devouring the silence was a low growl steady as a post-Taco Bell gut rumble. The van’s engine had stopped, the battery still juiced.

	Arms out, reaching for anything that might steady him. Left hand on a shelf, right hand on one of the Louisville Slugger baseball bats he brought in case he couldn’t sleep and needed to swing himself tired.

	Rick’s silly ass grin flashed before Lionel’s mindscape. “Let’s see it then!” he shouted through gritted teeth. The rear door was open, flapping in the night, bent all out of wack. He stumbled out with the bat in his right hand.

	Where the fuck it belonged.

	He took eleven loping strides into shadows just beyond the halo of ambient light that the van threw. “Hey! Bears! Let’s see some heat!” The van instantly quit rocking and the huge beast charged at Lionel, closing to within a metre in a blink.

	Timing was the name of the game. Lionel had beach balls like this on his minor league menu plenty o’ times. The scent and the heat coming off the thing was everywhere when Lionel finally swung, charging up with the bat, cranking the snubbed snout of the bear, before popping backward. 

	He didn’t clear the bear’s reach; she took him down at the calves and Lionel slammed flat backward. His head thumped hard against a snow-barren spot of the frozen road, the bat slipping from his grip, rolling in a halfmoon.

	The bear began reeling him in, claws piercing much more than his pants, then jacket. The beast’s nose was like a bookshelf diorama of 2005’s The Descent: a jagged maw of thick black blood, dripping from stalactites of bone. Eyes wild, even desperate.

	Lionel jerked against the hold twice before flinging himself forward to bring a double-fisted hammer down onto the chum of the once great beast’s face. 

	The bear jerked away and Lionel slipped free, rolling over the snowy centre line to grab his bat. The bear was up too, but…

	“Lionel Fucking Fritchie strides to the plate, determination permeating from his pores like a mist of the muskiest cologne to ever hit the market.” His jacket was torn; his pants were in shreds, his legs streaked red beneath. He pointed to the imagined upper deck of right field with the bat. “Good lawd, he’s calling his shot!”

	The bear lunged—perhaps slipped and fell. Lionel swung for a line drive, square into that demolished snout. The crack was tremendous, even in the muffled, snowy night. He gave two more shots to be sure the beast was dead—now to keep it from suffering. 

	It didn’t occur to him that he had seen the second bear a moment before the van flipped, until now; and why hadn’t it come to help its brethren? Now he saw why. The bear’s head was beneath the driver’s wheel, body splayed out to the left in a puddle of red. 

	Lionel stepped carefully over the ruination, and the mush pile blinked at him. 

	“Jesus tap-dancing Christ.”

	He got in and took a deep breath before trying the key. The engine lit. It growled through the broken windows—the windshield was whole but spider-webbed all over, the driver’s and shotgun windows were just sparkly mounds, glittering to the floor whenever Lionel moved enough to shake the van. 

	“Adios, much—”

	“Ah, wait!”

	Lionel jerked around to see the great shadow beneath the moonlight, out on the lake. Another bear and another person. Extra innings? Why not?

	The van went into Drive and the wheels spun, one kicking up snow, the other vomiting dollops of pink and black slurry that oozed over the windowsill of the driver’s door. The van began to spin on the road, shotgun wheel spinning on ice. He let off, waited a beat, and slammed the brakes. The van rocked, crunching something beneath the undercarriage. 

	Lionel stuck his head out the window.

	The damned bear had slipped deeper beneath the van—and that damned eye was blinking at him again!

	Lionel cranked the steering wheel hard left and kicked the gas pedal down. The bear’s scalp whipped around the wheel once moving forward, flinging in through the driver’s window with a meaty wet shluup! Lionel stomped the brakes again, grabbing for the matted pelt, ears intact. 

	He flung it onto the dash, leaving behind a golden viscera syrup thick as Jann Arden’s booty. Lionel licked his lips, spit. He pushed the ruined windshield out onto the hood where it shattered into a scattering of blue glass. There was that third bear, out there in the middle of the lake. 

	Whether or not the woman was still alive mattered little.

	His life wasn’t progressing to The Bigs, never had been, never would be, it was progressing to this moment, the moment he slayed three beasts. Future generations would write folk songs about him. 
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	Stacy was about 95% sapped by the time she got the hole up to the surface cut wide enough to bring along the auger. She didn’t know how she could use it to fight a monster, especially when she was this whipped; like a rubber during May 2-4 in the back of a stranger’s tent: rather be with one than without.

	About five metres from the hole, she peeled off the mask, her face on fire being out of the cold, cold water. A scream swelled up from her chest. The beast was too close too quickly, taking giant loping strides like a racing dog teased into action by a fake rabbit. 

	“Move,” Stacy said, finding all the adrenaline she could need and lifted the great augur. 

	She yanked around. The beast saw the spinning augur bit and tried to stop, but slid, closer and closer and closer and— The tip kissed the beast’s snubbed snout enough to sprout a minor leak. It backed up. 

	Stacy’s arms began shaking. She stumbled in reverse a half-step as the beast began to circle. The augur fell. And she sat.

	“I’m so sorry, baby,” she said, closing her eyes, suddenly certain she’d made a grave mistake; this could be anybody’s abortion! Hell, might be nothing more than a too big bear!

	—

	The rev on the mangled van grabbed the bear’s attention before it had a chance to feast. In a flash, the van was simply there, driving over the augur, going up onto three wheels a moment before nailing the crouching bear. The van slammed forward, thrashing Lionel over the wheel. The van carried onward. Lionel hit the ceiling, again. The gas pedal remained pinned by damage. The van flung through the final bit of force to exert, firing Lionel out the front window, meat missile. The van continued spinning, jerking forward once the front wheels touched down. 

	Lionel hit a snowy spruce and tumbled down the weighty branches from thirty feet to ground to about three. He sat there, cradled. The van was cutting right for him. He had no time to react. He went in through the windshield, bouncing painfully to the floor. 

	It took a moment, but he understood where he was. “Okey fucking dokey!” He crawled into the driver’s seat and jerked the wheel back toward the lake—if it hadn’t been going about 30/KPH, it would’ve been long stuck. He tried for more juice, but that pedal did nothing. The brakes felt meaningless.

	Bloody and battered, Lionel got himself back in line with that dark shape way down the lake. 

	—

	Stacy waited and waited and waited, looking at the huge shadowy lump. It had to be dead.

	“Yeah, right,” she said aloud, taking up the augur anew, certain the beast was alive as poor Reagan’s bed. 

	It was so, so heavy, but it was the answer and this thing was going to get up. She was no fool, she’d read an Eddie Generous book before. The machine rumbled quietly into life, then alarm-clocked through the night once pressed against the ice. 

	“Knew it!” Stacy said; the beast’s chest rose and fell.

	She drilled one hole and another, widening the main hole as the beast huffed and puffed and shook off getting plowed over by a cargo van. Few more minutes and she’d have the hole plenty—

	The beast began to rise. It looked at a busted paw, blood oozing from its brow, looked at Stacy, and turned to shuffle into the forest’s myriad shadows. 

	—

	Lionel tongued a split in his lip as his groggy eyes drank in the giant bear’s departure. When he looked forward, he was about to wipe out a woman waving her arms over her head—he’d have seen her sooner if the headlights had survived the preceding’s, thus far. 

	“Fuck.” It sounded more like a frog croak than a word.

	He turned the wheel too hard. The rubber lost contact two at a time as what remained of the van flipped again, before landing comparably softly, thanks to the suddenly cracking ice as a spinning van wheel chewed through Stacy’s widened augur hole.

	—

	Stacy was on the ice covering her head when she discovered it wasn’t going to reach her, and that whoever was driving was about to be a popsicle. And they’d come to save her.

	“Probably Declan,” she said and raced to the opening, ready to dive in—she was dressed for it. Bubbles popped steadily into Stacy’s face as she tried to peer into the dark water. A yellow bubble lifted straight into her chin. Stacy jerked back from the assault, instantly knowing what had struck her—wood bat—and slipped, cracking her head on the hard, hard ice.

	Her eyes fluttered against falling flakes for eight seconds before her mind blanked out for seven hours and nine minutes.
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	Stacy was in the back of an ambulance, more or less okay thanks to the wetsuit and plastic wrap. The door was open. She had a view of the hold that ate the demolished van. Apparently, it hadn’t been Declan; he’d already been dead. 

	She felt terrible about whoever the hell it was down there.

	“Thanks for the effort,” she mumbled.

	A paramedic snipping away the wetsuit stopped a moment and looked at Stacy. “What’s that?”

	Stacy waved this off, waiting for the divers to step to the hole and—

	Glub!

	—

	Lionel came to, freezing, floating. Before him, almost shimmering beneath the dim light of the world above, six trout with blonde-white fur dancing from their bodies. Their eyes glittered, mesmerizing—they closed their eyes in absolute unison.

	Free, Lionel launched himself top bound.

	—

	Stacy stared at Lionel. There was no way he had survived the night down there. He was the demon in a different form. He was her aborted child and she had to—

	“You’re Indigenous, right?” he said.

	Wide-eyed, a bit terrified, Stacy said, “Uh huh.”

	“Do you know anything about furry trout?”

	Stacy sat up from her gurney, in the ambulance; they were racing to a proper hospital in a bigger centre. She stood over Lionel.

	“I know it’s you,” she said.

	Lionel opened his eyes, was surprised Stacy was so close.

	“What’s me?”

	“I’m sorry. I know you’re the demon and—”

	Lionel slammed the top of his head into Stacy’s chin—chicks were crazy; half the reason he was into dudes. Stacy slipped on the slick floor and landed heavily. 

	“Everything okay back there?” A face appeared, hurrying into the back. “Did you fall out?”

	“Strap her in. She’s in shock or something.”

	—

	Gentle Gertie returned to her favourite den. Her left forepaw was destroyed; thankfully, she’d stockpiled nine deer. She’d rest a while. Rest and gestate. Sometimes it takes only one suiter to turn a gal into a mama.
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