
        
            
                
            
        

    
	These stories are works of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are fictitious and any similarities to actual persons, locations, or events is coincidental. This work cannot be used to train artificial intelligence programs.

	No AI tools were used in the writing of this book or to produce the artwork thereon.

	 

	ISBN: 978-1-997532-28-6 

	 

	All rights reserved.

	Behemoth Risen Copyright © Eddie Generous 2026

	 


 

	BEHEMOTH RISEN

	EDDIE GENEROUS

	 


1

	The passenger helicopter dropped off what appeared to be especially pasty backpackers—at least that’s what the pilot figured. And still, something was off about them. The gear was all brand new and startlingly clean. Where they said they headed was of no worthwhile consequence beyond an afternoon hike. The guy in charge was totally weird and had skin like rubber. But, the biggest point of oddity was that these seemingly uneducated, inexperienced hikers were going to march out the other end and call for a ride once they were ready. 

	The pilot had considered objecting, but the pay was up front and he could call someone once he was back in the air…unfortunately, that plan evaporated when, on his way back home, he got a call: his wife had gone into labor early and suddenly the entire universe became a fleeting afterthought.

	Kenneth Dealand led the six other members of the hiking expedition into the dense bush, saying nothing until the helicopter was gone from earshot. “Can you smell it?” he said.

	The others watched him in something like worried awe. 

	“Go on, smell it,” Dealand said, and tilted his head back to give his huge nostrils a higher angle. The pasty, rubbery flesh of his face hardly moved. He took in six quick and short breaths. 

	The others did as he instructed because for years now they’d worked as a team and always did what Dealand said, at least when together or in public.

	“Smell the Lord in these woods, and the coming of the scourge that will devour the blight who sin against His ways!” Dealand began sniffing hard, walking in a tight circle.

	The others remained rooted, but sniffed once for every sniff their made-for-TV messiah instructed. They had to. They’d pooled their bank accounts. They’d pooled the deeds to property. They’d pooled all semblances of a normal life to join The Eye of the Testament, and Kenneth Dealand’s network. 

	Dealand stopped suddenly and smiled a mouth about three sizes too big for his face. His pale blue eyes sparkled in the afternoon sunlight. “Let’s walk,” he said and began a slow meander, following a handheld GPS tracker that led him to a speck pinpointed in the system.

	The path was arduous and the trees ate the sky above them. Sweat quickly stood out on foreheads, necks, and arms. Just as quickly, seven sets of feet ached within brand new hiking shoes. After less than an hour—prior to landing, Dealand had spoken of God carrying them the twenty or thirty minutes it would take to cover the two miles to the site—they paused for a break. 

	“Look at that,” Paula Gray said, pointing to a grizzly bear leaning against a massive tree trunk, eating berries from a shrub, watching them. Gray was a thin, former trophy wife calibre, with a surgically modified face and the eating habits of a bulimic teen. “It’s huge.”

	Benjamin Hinny dropped his pack and withdrew the loaded .357 Magnum he’d purchased just for the trip. He had guns at home, but no handguns that powerful. He was a short man with an intense face, and when lubricated by bourbon, spoke of sitting with Christ in his dreams. “If it comes close, I’ve got it,” he said.

	Dealand smiled that horrendous smile and said, “God is protecting us.”

	“Yes, by giving us tools,” Hinny said.

	Joe Ostook, a tall man with wild hair, dark blue eyes, and limbs like a daddy longlegs, fussed with his pack and withdrew a .44 Smith and Wesson with a scope. Unlike Hinny, Ostook was a rookie with guns, though he had a vast collection in his mansion down in Florida—the pooling of property mostly occurred in deed only. His hands shook and within seconds, his arms had grown too tired to hold the heavy revolver aimed on the beast.

	“Maybe we should offer it some food so it’ll leave us alone,” Gloria Pope said. She was sixty and had been in a secret relationship with Dealand for the last thirty-two years—a relationship that resulted in two abortions and her having her tubes tied. She remained pretty, even as she grayed and was the only one of the group who didn’t really buy into summoning beasts from the Old Testament to destroy sinners, but she was in love with Dealand, unshakable love.

	Rounding out the group were two pudgy men with beards and short tempers. Freddy Graham and Rob Patterson were once high ranking members of Dealand’s church, and often warmed up the huge crowds the man pulled before the unholy press began digging into his life and where all the donations truly went. They’d seen the sins of Dealand and understood that God used some men to make examples of, to present redemption and forgiveness. Beyond their faith in Dealand and the version of godliness he exuded, the trickle down of being close was enough to keep them reliable and resolute. They even had their own shows on Dealand’s network, tax free, which paid for mansions—a little less impressive than those of the others, but mansions nonetheless.

	“God has provided for this beast,” Dealand said. “There is no need to feed it.”

	“And we don’t want it following us looking for more,” Hinny said.

	“God would not have it follow us,” Dealand said.

	“Maybe if it doesn’t smell food,” Hinny said as he re-shouldered his pack.

	“Can we just go?” Pope said; the claws on that thing gave her the willies.

	Ostook slipped his weapon into the hammer loop on his cargo pants. “Is that why that’s there?” he said, to himself mostly.

	“That’s for your hammer. You’re going to shoot your foot off,” Graham said.

	Ostook frowned and glanced at the bear one final time before stashing the .44 in his pack and trailing the others deeper into the forest.

	After passing the two-hour mark into their trek, the bush opened. The glade ahead of them bore a paradise vibe. Three smallish deer pranced by and eagles watched down upon them from high nests. The grass was tall and windblown, fantastically green beneath the sun’s warming rays.

	“How much further?” Patterson said.

	Dealand curled his head jerkily toward Patterson and said, “Enjoy this journey, for it is we who shall pen the next chapters of the Lord’s true Bible.”

	“Is that it?” Graham called over his shoulder as he pointed down into a gulley next to a high-rising wall of stone.

	Dealand’s face contorted. This was his mission. God had spoken to him. He should be the one sighting the ritual ground—one he’d discovered online after deciding the supposed natural carving into the stone floor at the center of the six giant stones was manmade, or better yet, Godmade. He did what he could to jog, but at seventy-one, it was not something that came with any grace or ease. Not any longer, but soon none of that would matter for he would be reborn on the earthly paradise, in a world free of blasphemers and demonic humanity.

	“This…is…it,” Dealand said through panting breaths. 

	The others were younger to varying degrees and converged on the site quickly, as if they hadn’t fully believed they’d find it. They had faith, but every ounce of faith demanded elasticity in equal measure. There were hoots and cheers.

	“The longer we take, the more we must wait,” Dealand said, unshouldering his pack. 

	All but Pope began readying for the ritual. She waited, confused. Her pack had water, a long knife, food, and a dry set of clothes. The others were withdrawing strange, archaic wooden masks, some big enough to need shoulder harnesses.

	“Kenneth, what’s happening?” she said.

	Dealand tilted his head and gave that wide, wide smile. “This is the ritual we must perform and you must play the most important part. For God Himself has chosen you to anchor our path.”

	“Oh. So…?” she said.

	“You must remove your shoes and socks and lie upon the cross carved into the earth at the center of the stones,” Dealand said.

	Pope looked at Ostook who’d taken off his jacket and pack and donned a three-headed dragon mask. The center head went over his own while the other two perched atop his shoulders like parrots. This had gotten weirder than weird. Nobody had said anything about ritualistic masks to Pope. She glanced at Gray next. The woman had slipped a leathery serpent’s head and abdomen over her head and neck; the space beneath the mouth and stretching tongue was open for her face.

	“Gloria, please, get into position.” Dealand tipped his hand in a gesture that begged she cooperate in a timely manner.

	And she would and did. Dealand didn’t always make things easy for her, but he eventually made everything better. She slipped out of her hiking boots—her feet throbbed in thanks—and then her socks. She stretched out and faced the clear blue sky above.

	Patterson had a leather and wooden dragon mask done in blood red with real animal horns that had yellowed with age. Graham pulled a pair of elk antlers affixed to a leather helmet upon his head and fastened a strap beneath his chin. Hinny pulled on a harness of four beastly dragon heads with a simple grinning dragon mask to cover his face.

	Dealand pulled free two items. The first was a Ziploc baggy with a blonde wafer inside—it was puffy and big around as a homemade chocolate chip cookie. The second item was a head harness with a strap that fastened beneath his chin and featured a long, sharp narwhal tusk that jutted out from the top of his forehead. He took the wafer from the baggy and knelt down next to Pope.

	“Unicorn?” she said.

	“One of God’s sacrificed creatures.” Dealand held the wafer out to Pope. “You must eat the flesh of His flesh. Cleanse yourself.”

	Pope took the clunky wafer, surprised at its chemical scent and slight dampness. “Kenneth. Kenneth?” she said.

	“Trust in me as you would the Lord,” Dealand said and pushed her hand closer to her mouth. She took a bite and he pushed harder. “Take it all. For the Lord needs to be inside you.”

	She did and swallowed. Dealand gave her his rubbery smile and stepped back to his pack, retrieving the final, and heaviest, item. A steel mallet with a rubber handle, the word COLEMAN was etched in black on the side. 

	“Places,” Dealand said. 

	Everyone got moving. Each stood in gaps between the monoliths, Dealand taking the spot in the center space, in line with Pope’s bare feet. 

	“Hallelujah, hallelujah, hallelujah, glory to thee, our God,” Dealand said with his TV voice, the kind he’d formally used to touch the hearts and minds of a million viewers worldwide.

	The followers repeated—or tried to. Pope found her lips and mouth had gone numb. When she tried to lift her hand, she discovered that she was paralyzed. At least temporarily. She attempted to eyeball Dealand, but couldn’t see past her out of focus cheeks and nose.

	“Lord have mercy, have mercy, have mercy. Glory to the Father, to the Son, and all the Holy creatures of His kingdom, now and ever and unto ages of ages,” Dealand said and reached up to his forehead and began twisting free the horn.

	The followers chanted, “Lord have mercy, have mercy, have mercy. Glory to the Father, to the Son, and all the Holy creatures of His kingdom, now and ever and unto ages of ages,” in unison, as they’d practiced.

	Pope tried to cry out, but her throat muscles had failed her as well. Only her eyes seemed to move, and not well at that.

	“Our Father who art in heaven, hallowed be thy name. Thy kingdom come, thy will be done, on Earth as it was in purer times. We give You this sacrifice. Forgive us our trespasses, as we work our hands with Your will to smite the Earthly demons who dare poison Your domain.” Dealand stepped up and then straddled Pope’s abdomen. He spread her arms so that they lay in the grooves of the stone beneath her. “Lead us to Your beasts, to deliver us from evil. For thine is the kingdom, and the power, and glory of the Father, and of the Son, and the Holy Creatures, now and ever, and unto ages of ages. Amen.” He centered the horn on her left palm and then struck the base with the mallet.

	The group closed their eyes and said, “Our Father who art in heaven, hallowed be thy name. Thy kingdom come, thy will be done, on Earth as it was in purer times.”

	Dealand repeated the strike on Pope’s right wrist while her eyes bobbled and goggled in desperate panic.

	“We give You this sacrifice. Forgive us our trespasses, as we work our hands with Your will to smite the Earthly demons who dare poison Your domain,” the group chanted.

	Dealand opened Pope’s thighs and aimed blind of eye but seeing in knowledge of anatomy. He struck the horn through her femoral artery. The blood spurted and ran.

	The followers continued their memorized chant, “Lead us to Your beasts, to deliver us from evil. For thine is the kingdom, and the power, and glory of the Father, and of the Son, and the Holy Creatures, now and ever, and unto ages of ages.”

	Dealand crawled over Pope. “Goodbye, my dear,” he whispered before kissing her lips gently and positioning the horn over her jugular. He struck with the mallet and shouted, “Amen! Now, rise Behemoth! Rise!”

	“Rise Behemoth, rise! Rise Behemoth, rise! Rise Behemoth, rise! Rise Behemoth, rise!” the followers chanted until the sky directly above them filled with a roiling black shadow that began raining black liquid over the ceremony and beyond, while the world beneath them began to quake. The gulley between the knoll and the rock wall began to crack wider and wider.

	Dealand screwed the horn back in place on his forehead as he cried, “Rise Behemoth, rise!” in chorus with the others.

	Pope blinked as her blood began dripping—the pressure depleted. Dealand stood and resumed his place in between two of the great monoliths. Trees teetered and animals scattered. Stones cascaded from the mountainside. 

	 “Hallelujah, hallelujah, hallelujah, glory to thee, our God!” Dealand shouted, his cartoonish face stretching and squirming at the violent vibrations beneath his feet. The others had ceased chanting and faced the splitting bedrock in a mix of terror and wonderment, for were they not sinners, too?

	The rattle and shake of the ground became too much. The monoliths tumbled and the followers of The Eye of the Testament crawled toward the furthest end of the knoll—all but Dealand, and, of course, Pope. Dealand spread his feet and lifted his hands. He was chosen, he was God’s key to Pandora’s Box. 

	Rising, slamming into the mossy stone topside came one and then a second great hoof, about the width of a Smart Car, with peaks of bone, sharpened to incredible points. They were pearly with brown undertones. 

	“Rise Behemoth, rise!” Dealand shouted, his entire being open to embrace this beast so that he might master it and rule the world riding its monstrous back.

	Legs rose and bent at knees. The creature’s flesh was brownish gray, thick as elephant hide. Its head followed and the sight was enough to cause Dealand to falter momentarily. It had the tusks of a warthog and the nose of a hippopotamus. Its eyes bulged beneath hooded lids like an alligator. It stretched open its mouth and blew a breath that reeked of fire and ashes.

	“Behemoth, hear me! God has placed you in my power!” Dealand said, TV-voice hiked up to level fifty.

	Behemoth pulled itself the rest of the way topside. Its body was as long as a school bus, but much, much meatier and its spine reached to higher than twenty feet. It had a stubby, skinny tail. It shook stone dust and dirt from its back as it took its first steps.

	“I am your master! You will aid me!” Dealand basked in the heat coming off the beast…the things he’d do to all the sinners and news reporters and taxmen and naysayers.

	Behemoth took another step and reared back its head for a great breath. It jerked forward with a lashing snap and roared a bone-jarring cry that bathed Dealand in thick mucous and saliva.

	“I am your master! You will obey m—!”

	Behemoth’s incredible bite silenced the former televangelist. Blood poured from the disconnect between the upper half and lower half. It swallowed the thinking part of Dealand and left the bottom part standing for an extra moment.

	The followers screamed and took off running in a variety of directions. Behemoth swallowed and then scooped up the second portion of its meal with a long, curving tongue. It chewed like a cow and then swallowed the last of the man. Behemoth looked around and spotted Gloria Pope’s corpse. Behemoth scooped it up with its lower jaw and then swallowed it down. It then bent and lapped at the blood, sniffing for the others and finding traceable scents belonging to each of them—it wasn’t sins Behemoth smelled, but supper: meat and blood.

	 


2

	Ranger Andrew Golding returned from a day and night away from camp to find his suddenly sick dog in worse shape than when he’d departed. This trip to the far side of the mountain was the first Golding had done alone since getting Hunter as a pup fourteen years ago. 

	“Don’t do this to me, boy,” Golding said to Hunter, who’d taken a single step from where he lay on his mat, just inside the ranger cabin, and fell flat. “Come on, boy, don’t do this.” 

	Golding forgot all about the exhaustion and dropped to his knees, ignoring the lime green puddle of puke next to the full food dish. He grabbed the dog and pulled him in tight. He was cool and shaking minutely all over.

	“What’s happened to you?”

	He had an idea of a few possibilities, but only one definite. He had to get back in the Jeep and drive the three hours to the vet. Forget that it was already after 11:00 PM, forget that he’d only slept three hours in the pup tent the night before, forget that he’d walked more than fourteen hours checking in on reports of a polar bear that had wandered about three hundred-fifty miles south of the Tundra. Forget everything, because since his last human relationship fell apart and he’d taken this remote posting, Hunter was the closest thing he’d had to family. Fourteen years of a man and his good boy.

	“It’s going to be okay. We’re going to take a ride and make you all better. Okay, boy?”

	Golding lifted the scruffy mutt and felt a tail wanting to wag, but getting in only a weak triple tap. He turned from where he scooped the dog and hurried to the door. He didn’t know for certain, but he was pretty sure he’d seen the vet’s office had an emergency number stenciled on the door the last time he was there. 

	He put Hunter into the shotgun seat and had a single, selfish thought: I need food. He raced back into the cabin and rifled through the heavy-duty cupboard for moose pepperettes and jerky—he’d caught a couple poachers four months earlier and sent them away emptyhanded aside from a pair of hefty fines and retraction of their hunting licenses, while he got to dress and enjoy the murdered animal. He filled the travel jug he always took on rounds from the tap with icy cold mountain spring water.

	“What else?” he asked the cramped space and then it hit him and he ran to the washroom, but doubled back to put heat under the kettle—coffee. The visit to the can wasn’t urgent, but the need was there and would become urgent somewhere along the lengthy trek to Night Lake—a town of about nine hundred residents, two diners, a gas station, a school, and three motels, only one of which was open year-round—if he didn’t address it before departing.

	He fixed a travel mug of instant Maxwell House so thick it might pass for gelatin. He sipped and grimaced as he made it to the driver’s door of the Jeep after locking up the cabin.

	“How you doing?”

	Hunter lifted his head. The shake seemed to have gotten worse.

	“Yeah, okay.” Golding reached into the backseat and grabbed his sleeping bag. He yanked away the elastics holding it in a coil and wrapped it tightly around poor Hunter. “There. You’ll be warm at least.” He turned the key and pulled the shifter to reverse. “Did you maybe eat something funny? Is this maybe going to pass?” 

	As he said it, he understood that this was unlikely. Hunter was getting old and things happened to old dogs, even sturdy mutts, ones who never took ill and rarely whined. He reached across the gap between the seats and gave the dog’s head a scratch and then a rub. When he pulled his hand away, Hunter watched it go with something like confusion in his eyes.

	“I’m sorry, boy. I can’t tell…I don’t know what’s happening,” Golding said and felt the first real hitch at the back of his sinus, but nothing more came of it. He hadn’t cried as an adult, not once, but if there was ever an opportune time…

	After passing the sign that announced his exit of the protected lands of the park, the trees thickened and the road became bumpier. Road crews didn’t get up that way so often, likely because most of the visitors came by way of snowmobile during the nine months of winter that the region typically harbored. There were others who’d come, but the trek was shorter in the bigger scheme of life to visit from the north—southerners and foreigners could fly into a city only six hours from the park, and although Night Lake was the closest town, the most reasonable way to get there was to drive nineteen hours over rough highway. Unless a visitor had access to enough funds to hire a helicopter, and come summer when that would make sense, most of those were busy helping fight forest fires.

	A pale flash lit at the corner of Golding’s sightline and he regretfully let off the gas pedal. A moose stood by the road lazily chewing on something in the ditch. They never cared about much and most times when they were spotted, it was simply standing around. 

	Golding exhaled a pent breath; when it came to moose, it was almost always too late to act if they were moving or posted up somewhere dangerous. They didn’t have the same eye shine as other animals and were so large they were difficult to avoid with a last second jerk of the steering wheel.

	Golding reached for the pack of meat treats and Hunter’s tail swished twice at the smell. Given how much food remained in the dog’s dish after almost two days home alone, he doubted the dog would eat, but it was worth a try. He bit into a pepperette in small increments like a bird mother until he had five sloppy, gooey chunks in his hand. He reached over and Hunter immediately licked them up, despite the shakes and chills.

	“Good, huh?” 

	Golding swallowed a salty chunk for himself and then bit off another handful of treats for the dog. This time, Hunter ate more slowly, but he took everything. It seemed like a light shined into the abyss, his eating. Hope.

	“Did maybe something bite you?”

	Golding took another mouthful for himself and then nibbled free hunks for the dog. Hunter took it all then gave Golding the saddest eyes he’d ever seen.

	“Maybe some water?”

	Golding’s chin trembled for a moment as he wrestled the steering wheel, the travel jug, and a palm full of water. He reached across and Hunter took it greedily. Which meant he’d have to pour out another serving, but that was okay, that was good in fact, even if it was tricky to do without stopping. 

	He readied more, but Hunter lowered his head. Golding dumped the water from his palm to the floor and wiped that hand dry on his pant leg. He gave Hunter another scratch before leaving him alone.

	“Good boy. You’re the best boy I ever met. You know that?”

	Another hitch nailed him hard and Golding had to inhale deeply through his nose, clenching his teeth as he did so. Something small and low scurried away from the Jeep’s high beams and it reminded him of Hunter as a pup and the first time they’d trekked to Aglignaktuk Point, when the little dog earned its name hunting a crafty shrew. The Point had become Hunter’s favorite place and grew to be Golding’s favorite place by default, though it took three hours of walking to get there from the ranger’s cabin. 

	Aglignaktuk Point overlooked a ravine that cracked deep, deep into the bedrock and next to it was a peculiar circling of stones that, some argued, had been placed by man, though they couldn’t say how—like all the best monoliths. In the middle of the stones was a clearing, and from up on the Point, a pitted, but undeniable crossing was visible at the center of that clearing. A fantastic Point for conspiracy theorists until geological experts weighed in on the crossing of two lines of melt water that easily explained the effect. 

	After the first hour passed, Golding’s radio finally picked up a rock station. There were no DJs at that late hour, but that was just as well. He placed a hand on Hunter’s head and the dog gave him a side-eye glance. The shaking seemed less worrisome in the Jeep because the vehicle itself shook any time the speedometer got up near highway speeds. 

	“What am I going to do if you don’t make it?”

	Hunter had no answer and Golding had no answer. The simple solution would be to get a replacement dog, but he should’ve done that already, should’ve eased himself into the eventual pain. Getting a dog to replace, rather than to join when everyone was still happy and healthy would seem like cheating Hunter. Cheating grief. Cheating what the friendship meant.

	“He ain’t dead or dying,” Golding said, furiously clenching his fists around the gummy and worn steering wheel. “Just needs some medicine.”

	Hunter gave the words a three second clearance before he vomited up all the meat and water, and then some. The color of the chasing fluid was especially horrid under the yellow interior light.

	“Oh, buddy. It’s okay, you’re a good boy. Accidents inside are always okay when you’re sick.”

	Golding killed the interior light and rubbed the dog’s head and scruff. He did so for the next twenty minutes until his hand began to cramp. He reached into his bag of food and forced himself to munch. He finished the thick and chunky dregs of his now cold coffee. 

	The trees thinned out drastically on either side of the highway. Logging operations had the next half-hour looking like a rotted mouth: stumps where full teeth should be. Animals nibbled on the young growth and the green and yellow glinting reports from his headlights warned of a near-constant chance of hitting something should it choose to cross the road.

	The risk had been there the entire trip, but seeing it so obviously gave rise to goose bumps. Still, he couldn’t slow down any further. Hunter was perhaps doing worse than Golding let himself acknowledge, plus there’d be the wait once he got to the vet’s office.

	“To hell with it.”

	Golding put his foot down and said a silent prayer to all the animals he’d pass that they stay off the road until he was gone. 

	Intermittently, he stroked Hunter’s boney head and soft neck, but mostly he let the dog rest until the first sign for Night Lake came into view. By then, Golding was beyond exhausted and his eyes were dry, his lips even dryer. He didn’t dream of sleeping.

	The all-night lights of town were few and dull. Nothing was open that late, which meant even if Hunter died right then, Golding would have to stick around town and wait for the gas station and 6:00 AM, at a minimum because the fuel light was due to come on any second.

	He parked in front of the doors of the small clinic. It had steel walls and a steel roof. Around the side was a caged area for visiting dogs. At the front was a single stone pot with some dirt inside, but not much else. Golding plucked the bag phone out from the center console, beneath the armrest—he really had no use for a cellphone bill, not living where he did—and squinted at the numbers on the door. He flicked on his high beams and just about jumped when he spotted a face looking back at him through the glass door of the vet’s office.

	“Geez, get it together,” he mumbled when the face lost depth and he recognized that it belonged to a heartworm advertisement.

	He typed the numbers into the phone and hit SEND. He waited. The line rang and rang and rang, until finally a groggy voice said, “Hello?”

	“Hey, my dog’s real sick,” Golding said and had to reach out for Hunter, make sure sick was the sum of it. 

	The shakes were so much more apparent without the motion of the road, and in fact, it appeared the poor dog was all the much worse for it. His eyes were pleading and scared.

	“How sick?” the vet said.

	“He’s shaking and puking. Sick sick.”

	“It can’t wait?”

	Golding huffed some frustration free. “I just drove down from the station at—”

	“Hunter’s sick?” the vet said, more awake. “You’re Aaron, right?”

	A little worry eased. The vet was in the right line of work; she always, always, always put the priority on animals rather than their companions. Golding had come in with Hunter every few years and the doctor never got his name right, but seemed to remember everything about Hunter.

	“Andrew. Please, I wouldn’t have come down if it wasn’t real serious.”

	“Give me twenty minutes to get dressed and get to town.”

	The line went dead and Golding looked at Hunter, tried to force a smile into his words. “Help’s coming.” The dog didn’t acknowledge him and Golding hefted all sixty-five pounds—he felt maybe lighter than that all of a sudden—and cradled him against his chest, still cocooned in the sleeping bag. “You’re a good boy,” he whispered and kissed the dog’s head.

	 


3

	Freddy Graham decided to make a path for himself. It had been a while since he went totally solo, but now it seemed wise. That thing would almost certainly find several people together before it ever found a single man. Right? That seemed logical. He only wished he’d thought to grab his pack. He had a sweater, some food, and a decent knife. Even if he did survive Behemoth, he might be out there for several days.

	What came as the biggest surprise was that Dealand was as right as he was about summoning the beast, and yet equally wrong about what it would do once it had risen. Really, he should’ve guessed. Kenneth Dealand was as crooked as anybody else and God saw that; they all were, but Dealand was a conniving megalomaniac, certain he alone knew God’s will. Graham followed because the rewards made it easy, and back when the fame was there, he experienced no shortage of bodily exploration with devoted parishioners.

	Behind him, trees snapped and Behemoth sniffed. Not good. 

	Graham made a quick assessment of the forest around him and spotted a series of four huge boulders that rose a couple feet from the ground, but also leaned heavily, leaving a shadowy gap just big enough for a man to slip into. He checked each quickly, rounding back to the third in the row. This one was the largest, and was deep enough that the shadow could engulf Graham whole. As good a place as anywhere else, and as long as nothing made that cave its den, he’d be safe from the elements for a little while. 

	He could wait out a day or two. Surely.

	The thumping footfalls and snapping of branches was suddenly right there, maybe twenty feet to his right. The snorting sniffs played loud enough for Graham to know that visibility wasn’t going to be his downfall. Rock began crunching and birds way up in trees screeched.

	Graham couldn’t see anything beyond the space directly in front of him. Then he saw the painful truth as one of the trio of boulders thumped into a short-lived roll as it came and then stalled not far from his hiding spot. Behemoth could smell that he’d been there and—the next boulder clunked into the first, cracking it, clanking like curling stones and sending a puff of fresh new dust airborne.

	“Dear God, please forgive me my sins. Please deliver me from Your creation,” Graham whispered.

	Suddenly, two hooves with incredible clawed tips dug beneath the mouth of the stone where he’d hidden and began lifting. Ants and rubble rained over him, clinging to the remnants of the sticky black shower that had come down upon the followers like a scourge. Light began devouring the shadow he’d basked in and he felt the door open upon his demise.

	“Dear God—”

	He got no further. A single loud shot rang out and the rock paused where it was. Behemoth made a choice then and dropped the rock. It didn’t land in quite the same spot it had been and Graham now had a new problem: get free or die of asphyxiation.

	—

	 Paula Gray grabbed Joe Ostook and pulled him down a short muddy hill a moment before Behemoth lifted its head from the feast that was Gloria Pope. He’d screamed at first, but Gray leapt onto him and buried his cry in her chest, bear hugging his head; more to save herself than to save him.

	“Shut the hell up,” she hissed, and he did, but only after about three seconds of slobbering all over her breasts through the thin, sweat resistant material of her Columbia hiking shirt.

	Once he’d settled—mostly, he was still panting—Gray pushed him sideways so she could creep up the hill and take a peek at where the thing headed. Its tail swished and its feet kicked, clunking heavily over the stone floor only yards from where they’d pitched over the edge. 

	“Take that thing off,” she said of Ostook’s three-headed dragon mask. Once he got to doing so, she turned back to watch the creature. If she was going to survive, she’d need to learn. “Go get your pack.”

	“I’m not going up there,” Ostook said, his face red where the mask had rubbed him funny. “You’re nuts.”

	“Just grab your pack; you have that huge gun, right?”

	Ostook paused at this. The man at the gun shop said if he aimed right, he could take down an elephant. Now this thing was bigger than an elephant, but he had a scope. He’d even asked for the biggest grain count—once he knew to ask for it. 430 in his .44 round, aimed with his scope…he might just save all their bacon. Then he’d be the next Kenneth Dealand, but more so for his foresight and heroics. He’d just continue with his own flock, but with enough money to advertise himself into the biggest who’d ever done it on the deceased Dealand’s network. Oh yes, that’s why he bought the gun when Hinny had picked up his, and not because he didn’t want Hinny to score all the hot lead glory.

	“Yeah, okay,” he said and charged up the muddy hill on his hands and knees. He snatched the heavy pack and took ten steps toward Behemoth. “Time to go back where you came from.” 

	Ostook held the weapon in both hands, his right eye pressed tightly against the scope. He waited for the beast to latch onto another rock, which was when it was at its slowest, and he fired. The recoil was unexpected and purple filled his right eye when the scope jumped back at him. The grip slipped from his fluid and mud-greasy hands.

	Behemoth turned to face him and Ostook looked down the little hill at Gray. But she was gone. When he looked at Behemoth again, it was charging in his direction. He spun on his heels and ran. Ahead of him, the forest grew denser, dense enough to slow Behemoth down, certainly. Ostook’s legs burned, his chest burned, and his head was empty. Ostook ran for his life but was in no shape to rely on that.

	Behind him, Behemoth ran for its third course and was gaining on him. That hot breath blew the grand volume of his hair into a frizzy dance until a gob of saliva splattered the back of his head when the beast roared. So close to the trees, but so close to being eaten, too.

	It hit him then and he decided the damp grass would carry him to momentary safety. He launched himself, flew all stretched out, Superman reaching for home plate. When his chest and knees landed, a stick cracked upward and nailed him in the stomach, stopping his slide cold. He groaned in pain and rolled to his back in time to see Behemoth’s incredible jaws settle over him and then bite down hard enough to snap his spine.

	Gray watched this from a distance, recognizing that it felt good to be her right then. Very good, even if it was at the expense of a colleague.

	—

	Benjamin Hinny and Rob Patterson hadn’t stuck around to see any of the action. Smartly, Hinny had his pack and his gun. Just as smartly, and perhaps more smartly simply by default, Patterson had his pack and his wits about him. From the onset, a little voice in the back of Patterson’s head suggested if Dealand did manage to summon a monster, there was as good a chance it would treat them nastily as it would treat them as masters. All that Old Testament stuff was like that, everyone was a sinner and all it took was something as inconsequential as working on a Sunday or wearing clothing woven of two kinds of material or eating shellfish, nearly everything the modern man did sent that man in Biblical times to Hell. 

	Therefore, an old Biblical monster would know what they know and do what do in accordance to the Old Testament.

	“There,” Hinny said, pointing to an outcropping of ledges about seven feet from the ground that led to a second, third, and fourth of similar heights, rising most of the way up the rock face. “We get up and out of sight.”

	“Out of sight,” Patterson said.

	“Out of mind,” Hinny finished.

	Together they raced up and up, stopping on the third platform to catch a breath and watch the decimation of Joe Ostook. Hinny waved long enough for Gray to see them and then pointed down to show how they’d gotten up—Gray had wedged herself in beneath an old tree that had survived wind damage, but left a gap between trunk and soil, not much, but enough for a couple people. They got moving again once Behemoth began circling and sniffing at the air. They kept to the shadows and behind trees.

	Soon they’d have to hunker down, might even need to make a fire if they could figure out a safe way to do that. Night would be upon them sooner than later and, assumedly, Behemoth had a distinct advantage with the lights out. The real question was, would the fire give them away by scent and light or could it possibly confuse the monster? 


4

	 “How long has Hunter been unwell?” The vet’s name was Dr. Sabrina Lutz. She was short, wore her hair in a tidy bun, and was all business when it came to sick animals.

	Golding shook his head despite the vet being ten feet away, positioning the very old looking x-ray machine over the complacent dog. “Seemed like only a couple days. He was exhausted and I had to check out a call, so I left him at home. But he had to be sick longer and I just screwed up, right?”

	“No. Not necessarily. You said yellow vomit?”

	“Lime green, maybe a little yellow.”

	The vet sighed and then clicked the rumbling machine on. Golding looked away as if the radioactive strobe might leap across the room and blind him. She took three noisy images of Hunter as he lay on his side—his leash and the sleeping bag on the floor next to the table.

	“Okay,” Lutz said as she turned and began disrobing the layers of protective lead she wore to use the machine. “Given the shape Hunter’s in, I’m guessing he was too much of a trooper for his own good.” She then awoke her computer monitor and groaned at the three images. Even small, she saw what she’d assumed—some of the symptoms could be attributed elsewhere, but she had Hunter’s complete history back to his puphood. “It’s what I feared,” she said and then hit print. 

	“Oh,” Golding said, feeling like he’d done wrong, hadn’t paid enough attention, hadn’t protected his only friend in the world. “Are there any treatments?”

	A big black Epson came to life and shot out glossy photographs in quick succession.

	Lutz turned a desk lamp on next to the computer and craned its neck to shine on the table behind Hunter. “Come,” she said.

	Golding immediately went over and automatically began petting Hunter’s head. He was shaking and cool. Golding bent to pick up the sleeping bag. Lutz didn’t begin her explanation until he had cocooned the dog anew.

	“This is a tumor.” She pointed to a huge white mass in Hunter’s abdomen. “This little one is a tumor.” She pointed to a kidney bean of white in Hunter’s brain. “It likely started in the stomach and the dog was too tough until it was too late. It’s rare for a dog not to show signs earlier—”

	Golding grimaced and pulled his lips tight to his teeth. His chin began to quiver, but he bit it down. “I must’ve missed something.”

	“Did he go out with you often? In the park?”

	“Every day.”

	“Was he sluggish or disinterested in his food?”

	“Never.”

	Lutz scratched at Hunter’s back beneath the sleeping bag. “There’s nothing you could’ve done short of doing unreasonably regular visits. And even then, if he had no symptoms, it would only be if that lump in his belly was already big enough to feel from the outside. I have no doubt if we look harder the cancer’s everywhere.”

	“So, I guess treatment’s not going to work?” Golding leaned down and got face-to-face with Hunter.

	“Treatment would be a savagery at this point.”

	“Is he in pain?”

	“Not likely. But Hunter’s a dog, and as clever as they are, he can’t understand the thing he’s relied on to carry him and let him play and eat and drink and everything else, he can’t understand that thing, his entire system, is shot. So he’s confused and probably terrified.”

	“No,” Golding hissed and brought his forehead as close to Hunter’s as they could get.

	“It would be a mercy to put Hunter down.”

	“Now?” Golding’s voice rose an octave.

	“The sooner the better.”

	“There’s no chance, like, no experimental things?”

	Lutz put her hand on Golding’s shoulder. “I’m sorry. We shouldn’t put this off. Hunter is suffering and ignoring that is selfish.”

	“Oh,” Golding said. “You’re such a good, good boy.”

	Hunter’s tail wagged a half-stroke and his tongue came out to touch the tip of Golding’s nose. 

	“Do it! Just do it!” Golding said. He felt as if he was boiling from his core up and the steam had packed in tight behind his eyes.

	Lutz said nothing and quickly readied the needle.

	“You’re such a good, good, boy. Hunter, my good boy!”

	The dog’s tongue slipped out once more, hitting Golding’s lip, but it retracted slowly. The needle had gone in and out in just a snap and that liquid traveled on a freight train route. Golding leaned close, rubbing his forehead against Hunter’s, but suddenly the light was gone from Hunter’s eyes and Golding’s valve blew. Tears broke free and streamed down his cheeks and his chin shook, fighting to release a wail of unbelievable pain.

	Lutz had been around. She knew the drill, so she left the room, closing the door loudly behind her.

	Everything inside Golding fell apart and he cried loud and hard, hugging Hunter, dragging him from the table to his lap. He cradled the dog like a baby in his arms. His entire body shook. 

	“Good boy. Good boy,” he mumbled wetly into Hunter’s scruff.

	Man and man’s best friend remained on the cold floor of the vet’s office until Lutz came in and explained she’d be opening soon and she had to ready for the first patient. Golding managed to stand without giving up hold of Hunter. He moved out into the lobby with absent, plodding steps. Lutz put Hunter’s leash around Golding’s wrist and said, “The credit card on file, is that fine?”

	Golding nodded and continued on. Outside, he leaned his back against the Jeep, gaze vacant as he tried to imagine life after Hunter. Tried to imagine what came next, even in the short run. 

	Of course, he’d have to bury Hunter, and he knew just the place. So that was something; a task for a man lost at sea.

	 


5

	Paula Gray remained beneath the huge tree trunk for several hours, moving as little as was possible. Behemoth was only about a tennis court away and it had flopped onto its side, as if taking a nap, but she didn’t think so. This was a cunning chaos creature, defeating it was one of the first of God’s victories and enslavements—if the Bible didn’t fudge on that one, too—it was something to respect and revere. Those eyes never fully closed and seemed forever on the move, sometimes falling on her location and sticking there, tormenting her with the possibilities, but at other times she could almost sense a vacancy: looking but not seeing.

	It wouldn’t pay to wager on that thought.

	Playing coy and being patient was the only way forward, and when the mites, slugs, and spiders crawled across her bare skin, she had to swallow the terror and revulsion. As a child, she’d played with bugs, one time filling all of her mother’s Tupperware containers with juicy green tomato worms the size of gorilla fingers. Her mother screamed and threw away the containers with the worms inside. A lady did not play with bugs, so her mother sent her off for the remainder of the summer to work with Orrin in his ministry. Orrin was a hard man in speech, but soft about God and the ways of the Bible once distant from the eyes of his congregation. It was here that Gray had learned of the duality of humanity and the many ways to gain from saying one thing and doing another.

	Her Uncle Orrin had been an accountant before he returned to the path his father had set him on as a teenager—his father had died at the Battle of the Bulge in Germany and left him with a poor widow of a mother. Orrin had adjusted to match his mother’s need for income and focused on money. Having an understanding of finances and a deep knowledge of God’s workings gave Orrin’s church glass ceilings and gold-plated paraphernalia for his services. He’d once told Gray if he’d been pretty as her, he’d televise his services and become the richest church in the country, that only the Pope himself would have more money.

	Paula Gray was pretty and playing with bugs became a thing of the past, for she saw the route to finer things, but always saw something else too, a factor that her Uncle Orrin never craved: power. With a camera on her and the Good Book as her guide, she’d not only earn a private jet and all the designer gear she could ever want, she’d earn the eyes of millions of views, and at one point, the ear of the president. 

	But then came Kenneth Dealand and she traded it all for a chance at something bigger. He’d shined his beam on her ministry and the secret plan had been that once he died, she’d take the keys, not only to her castle, but the keys to all the others’ castles. With at least two of the followers dead already, all she had to do was survive this mess, get home, and step into his shoes as the rightful heir to that giving Christian audience.

	“Survive,” she said under her breath and pulled her arms into the sleeves of her shirt for warmth. “Survive.” Twilight was upon the clearing and Behemoth lay so close she could almost smell him. “God, please send this beast—” 

	A distant crack of firepower halted her prayer and had the massive shadow of the beast up and moving.

	Let it move, let it go eat the others. 

	—

	Rob Patterson pointed to a gap where the bedrock became a rock face right next to a running stream. It was as if someone had slashed the stone with a knife. And Patterson couldn’t quite recall, but there was something about hunting and hiding scents along a stream because the air moved differently, though perhaps it only worked if whatever the hunter followed—or in this case, the opposite—was following the water, too. Still, they had to get somewhere and build a fire. They’d cut through trees in a zigzag, attempting to throw Behemoth off their path, but the only certainty of the effort was wet clothing.

	With the sun but a mere red thought on the western horizon, the temperature had dropped drastically. It wasn’t close to freezing, but it was plenty uncomfortable and if things went the way Benjamin Hinny had suggested they might, there were several days until they found their way out of that bush—unless they got lucky and whichever ranger minded this massive patch of forest found a way to stumbling onto them. 

	They had to crawl along slick mossy stone to keep from stepping into the cold creek. The pitted rock floor was hard on their hands and knees. Both men lived pampered, luxurious existences, but both had also seen leaner times while coming up, so while physically this was a trial, mentally both men were functioning.

	“Before we get too far, start grabbing moss. We’ll need something to burn,” Patterson said.

	“Right,” Hinny said and began raking his fingers over the green moss, wondering if it would burn at all.

	As if reading his mind, Patterson said, “I bought a copy of The Stand for the flight to Texas. You know, the Stephen King book.”

	“It’s huge, isn’t it?” Hinny said, not quite catching on.

	“Yeah, and we can get the fire going with it.”

	“Ah, right.”

	Patterson and Hinny worked at scratching moss into piles and then tossing those piles to the mouth of the gap where they’d slide in and hide out a while. It wasn’t quite a cave and somehow that felt better to Patterson, but worse to Hinny. Patterson worried about grizzly bears—ones that didn’t actually live in caves, but Patterson assumed they did because of all the cartoons he’d seen as a kid—and Hinny worried about cougars and wolves—who absolutely made dens in the kind of place they were hoping to occupy for the night.

	“Probably enough, huh?” Hinny said and started to round the tight edge of the opening to the gap in the stone. He paused a moment to watch the water. “Look at that.” 

	The creek was about two feet deep at that spot and at the bottom, seemingly sleeping against the current, a bright orange salmon waved lazily. It had to be as long as a skateboard. A little ways down the creek was another bright fish, and another, and another.

	“Think we can catch one?” Patterson said.

	“Not without getting wet,” Hinny said.

	“Right, fire first.”

	They slipped into the gap and found a thick spider web traversing the space and a big yellow and black furball of a spider just hanging out. Hinny waved his hand behind him. 

	“Give me your knife,” he said.

	Patterson unshouldered his pack slowly. Balance was precarious and they’d picked a very slim spot to take a pause. The knife came out. It was heavy, in a leather sheath, and had the word CONDOR in white on a black blade. Patterson flicked open the slim safety strap.

	“Watch it, it’s sharp,” Patterson said and held the knife by the sheath so that Hinny could take it by the handle.

	“Leave the sheath on,” Hinny said as he started to pull and Patterson had pinched the leather so that Hinny could take the important bit only.

	“Why?” Patterson said, even as he snapped the safety strap button back in place.

	“I’m just going to get rid of this here spider.” Hinny accepted the knife. “What is this, a machete?”

	“Yeah, so? I told the guy at the store we were going to the forest and he tried to sell me this dinky thing and I picked—” 

	“A Rambo knife.” 

	Patterson laughed a little. “Guess so.”

	Hinny took a deep breath and then reached the ten-inch blade in its sheath toward the spider. Gently, he got the spider coaxed onto the leather and was about to fling it, but the spider began running down the knife and was on Hinny’s hand and then arm in less than a second. He screamed shrilly and flung his arm, sending the machete over the creek and to the forest floor on the other side. The spider had sprinted down Hinny’s side and raced between the men before Patterson had any time to react.

	“You threw my knife,” he said, sullen.

	Hinny was trying to catch his breath. “Sor…sorry.”

	With the webbing cleared from the space, the men stretched flat out on their soft bellies and thighs, Patterson withdrew the massive paperback copy of The Stand. He began tearing free pages and balling them up.

	“You were going to read that whole thing on a short little flight?” Hinny said, grinning.

	“What? No. I just like to read the part with God’s hand.”

	“Oh, I never read it.”

	“It’s all about God versus Satan.”

	“Huh?” Hinny said and watched the fire eat the balled paper and only crackle at the moss.

	They’d gathered enough moss to sod a putting green and if it didn’t light…

	The moss closest to the flame quickly dried enough to burn. The dampness was a bit of a positive next to the dry paper balls. Patterson continued ripping out pages and Hinny watched the fish, thinking he’d like a bite, even raw, just slam his teeth through one of their backs.

	“Thank God, huh?” Patterson said once the fire was going a little more steadily on its own. He’d already balled and burned close to one hundred individual pages. He’d continue feeding paper, but slowly.

	“Do you think we could catch one of these?” Hinny asked.

	Patterson was about to answer when his eyes met the eyes of a blond cougar standing just on the other side of the creek. “Gun. Gun,” he said.

	“What?” Hinny asked. He felt down next to him for the right zipper on his pack. He tugged the wrong one and quickly switched. He still didn’t understand beyond Patterson’s graven tone.

	“Shit. Shit.”

	The cougar was crouched and slow-walking toward them. Stalking toward them. Hinny saw it then. His hand went into the opened pack and immediately felt the cold steel of the .357 Magnum. His fingers played over the indented TAURUS branding on their way to the grip. 

	“Shit,” Patterson said again.

	The cougar stopped and crouched on the opposite bank of the creek, only eight feet from where they’d cornered themselves. Its ears were drawn back and its fangs seemed to stretch from the corners of its mouth like a vampire revealing itself. Hinny swung out his arm and fired before coming to a full stop. 

	Blood misted and the cougar bolted. The second half of its tail dangled behind it like meat on gristle. The shot echoed distantly and gun smoke joined the smoke from the moss fire. After a handful of quiet seconds had passed, Patterson began laughing, and once his heartrate calmed a few BPM, Hinny began laughing too.

	—

	Freddy Graham hadn’t expected dusk, though he’d lingered beneath that rock so long that he was becoming short of air and panicky. The terror of meeting Behemoth nearly had him accepting fate by asphyxiation, but his hands worked even when his head wasn’t in it. Dirt crumbled before him as he pulled it away and filled in the small cavern that had kept him safe. The dull blue gray of the world beyond the dirt sang music in his lungs as he took deep, rewarding breaths. He climbed to his knees and then feet. Standing like a dirty scarecrow, he listened for the beast.

	Nothing. 

	He remained there for an extra bit, thinking maybe he’d like to dive right back down into that hole and just come up for air every once in a while, do that until the end of time perhaps. He’d focused on that first task of breathing safely while stuck underground so much that he hadn’t considered what came next. Where did he go? How did he get home?

	Despite it being the last place he wanted to revisit, he needed to find Dealand’s pack, discover whatever technological failsafe tools he’d carried—and there had to be some, Dealand was devout, but he wasn’t dumb enough to invest so fully as to not have a way out—and call that helicopter pilot for a trip back to the modern world where the Old Testament was viewed as quaint, in a decidedly violent and unforgiving sort of way that just couldn’t be true.

	“You can do this,” he whispered and took a step back toward the knoll where the monoliths had fallen and he’d watched Dealand murder Gloria Pope; something he had not seen coming but wasn’t concerned enough about at the time to thwart. “Does that make me a sinner?” 

	His feet played silently over the mossy floor and the mud Behemoth had dug with its great hooves. Once he got back to the gentle rise of the hill where they’d first witnessed the clearing, he paused and crouched. It was a hectic mess.

	“Chaos monster only God could defeat,” he said, thinking Dealand had it wrong. God hadn’t enslaved the beast to do His future bidding, He’d simply put the thing to sleep, like one would with Nyquil served to a rowdy child. “Only God can defeat.”

	Graham gorilla-walked over to the first pack, sidestepping the first strewn mask—not his, but Patterson’s dragon. The pack appeared to belong to Pope or Gray; that was obvious by the sensible panties he found inside. He also found several granola bars and his mouth began to water. He unwrapped one and hoped for no raisins, though would eat them if present.

	Chocolate and nuts with sea salt. 

	“Has to be Pope’s pack.” 

	He began tossing aside useless items and ended up keeping only a big bottle of water, four more granola bars, a small knife, and a flashlight. He took a deep breath before risking the button on the light.

	What if Behemoth was nearby?

	It was a risk, no doubt, but he had to take it. He scanned the clearing and found more packs and masks, but no Biblical monsters. He crawled to the next pack and winced as he saw definite signs of a footprint, one big enough and heavy enough to destroy whatever contents it touched. The main zipper was bent and when he tugged, the teeth split. He scanned the contents with the flashlight: one broken satellite phone, one bent knife, one smashed GPS, and one battered Old Testament Bible.

	“Dammit,” he said and then heard movement. 

	He spun and shined the light across the knoll and saw an eye shine glint from beneath a tree trunk. Gray’s small voice carried to his ear, “Hey, Freddy. It’s me.”

	Graham hurried as if crossing no man’s land and slipped into the hovel with Gray. She latched onto him and he hugged her back.

	“Benjamin and Rob climbed up, but then Behemoth climbed up after they were gone a while.” Gray paused after whispering this into Graham’s ear. “How did you survive?”
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	Bjorn Haugland had his entire hand over twenty-month-old Jeger’s jaw. The dog whined gently, but had learned much at home and on the small campouts Haugland had prepared for them. It all led up to this trip. Six months, six government parks in remote areas, in four countries, and on two continents. They were onto the fourth stop and three months into the trip on the whole.

	He’d planned and researched every location and readied for every likelihood, but never once did he think he’d see a polar bear this far south. It almost seemed as if the bear was following him. Just two days prior he’d been camped about twelve miles east, which was where he first glimpsed the bear. So far, the wayward bear had been inoffensive, and yet, he’d called it into the park ranger a second time on his satellite phone, but this time got only the messaging service. As soon as he left the message, he second-guessed his conclusion. Perhaps it was an albino black bear, they did exist, but to his knowledge, they’d only ever been seen on the Pacific Coast of North America. The ranger had said he would investigate, but Bjorn didn’t catch him in the act—no surprise given the size of that swatch of land.

	Haugland and Jeger crept close enough that the dog’s excited whimpers might alarm the bear—most attacks came as a result of a rambunctious dog startling a bear. The last thing he wanted was to discover if this particular bear could climb trees as well as he could.

	“Come along,” he whispered, his mouth tight to the dog’s ear. 

	Darkness was settling and it was time to return to camp. It had already been a fascinating and alarming day. He’d re-spotted this particular bear—they’d seen a few others so far, and the leavings of a very large cat—and then experienced an earthquake that did more than gently rattle the dishes in his cupboard. 

	Jeger took a final whimpering look at the polar bear and then turned to the papoose strapped on Haugland’s chest. Jeger looked away quickly and got to walking. Sometimes Jeger was in the mood to ride, but not often. More likely Haugland simply wanted to keep him from trouble, but strapping-in the young dog happened less and less as the trip continued. Jeger’s behavior so far had made Haugland proud, he’d had some excitable dogs in the past, a couple that he’d even had to leave at home during his years training.

	One silver and two bronze medals in three different Olympic Winter Games for his skills in the biathlon, and it took a great deal of practice to get there—though the Norwegian team had often joked with members of countries lesser skilled at the Winter Games that they were born with skis on their feet. Not quite true, but pretty close. During the last three national competitions, Haugland didn’t finish top five and he had to accept that time remained the undefeated champ. Twenty-to-thirty-five-year-olds, even those less skilled in shooting, had no trouble defeating a man of fifty-seven. Especially one who, for work reasons, had spent as much time in warmer North America over the last two decades as he had in his native Norway.

	At camp, he unknotted the rope from around the trunk of a spruce and lowered his food pack to the ground. Once he’d settled on a location, he climbed the most befitting spruce with toe picks wrapped over his boots like bob skates and a canvas strap affixed around the tree. Up, he shimmied out onto a limb about thirty feet from the ground as it drooped at his weight. From there, he took the rope he’d tied to his waist and coiled the limb at the rope’s center before dropping the ends to land in close to equal parts on the ground below. Most of his food consisted of high-calorie bars, milled oatmeal, olive oil, coffee, tea bags, and pounds of chocolate, and of course Jeger’s vitamin-infused, highly fatty beef and pork patties. Haugland himself hadn’t eaten meat since his boyhood. 

	The fire was lit and working at damp wood that he’d collected since relocating camp and man and dog sat by the fire, eating and thinking. In his younger years, camping this way never worked for Bjorn, everything had to be for gain. Sitting and thinking, sometimes reading quietly to the dog, that would’ve driven the young and hungry Bjorn Haugland nuts.

	“Time changes us all, you’ll learn that one day, pup,” he said and scratched the dog’s head.

	Jeger was an accident. An angry breeder sold Haugland the dog for fifty bucks. Born of a purebred akita mother and a mutt father who’d somehow managed to find a bitch in heat, despite precautions against it. Jeger was a fluffy, squinty thing who’d grown taller and leaner than most that trotted free of that particular kennel.

	“You think that bear is simply looking for adventure?”

	The panting dog snapped its jaw and held its breath, zeroing in on a sound twenty feet away. Haugland also took pause and listened, inching his hand to his right and the .306 Springfield rifle he’d carried with him on every remote trek in the last twenty years—though his planned getaway to the South Pole would change that come 2022—the rifle was simply unnecessary down there. A few seconds later, Jeger started open-mouthed breathing again and Haugland relaxed. 

	“Bedtime. Do you have to pee?” 

	The dog wagged his tail at the word bedtime, but did not appear to need to pee. The food pack went back up the tree after man and dog had a little extra treat. Haugland reintroduced the tent poles to their loops—a flattened tent had less of a chance being crushed when going unattended—and ordered Jeger inside. The fire remained lit a few feet from the tent, but would never run out of control in all that dampness. Jeger was already in Haugland’s sleeping bag by the time the man had his boots off his feet. Haugland then stripped down to his thermal underwear and zipped the tent.

	“Chilly,” he said, shivering next to the dog.

	Sleep took its time. An out of place polar bear and an earthquake, that pairing felt a little bit like an omen. Good or bad, he couldn’t be sure, especially since he didn’t believe in omens aside from the moments before sleep, when his mind climbed high branches and soared the strange places that he ignored in other times.
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	The man who prepared the majority of the grave markers in Night Lake also did woodworking and some painting. He agreed to do a simple polished stone for Hunter’s burial, but wouldn’t have it done until closer to suppertime. Golding wasn’t going anywhere, so he parked his Jeep on the street by the man’s house and waited. Now and then, he’d pet the dog, but Hunter was so lifeless and cold that the little comfort the idea of contact offered was overshadowed by the wrongness of what had happened and how the dog had stiffened.

	At 2:00 PM, Golding was asleep behind the wheel and dreaming of Hunter. It was one part fantasy and one part memory. They were on Qingak Lake again and the sun was high. Just as he had whenever he drew near deep water, Hunter nearly lost his mind with excitement. 

	“Could propel a pontoon,” an unattributed voice said of the dog’s tail.

	In the real world, Golding had often thought Hunter might propel a kayak. A pontoon was a little much, but dreams were dreams for a reason. Golding himself was trailing behind the dog in a yellow dinghy. The kind of thing usually spotted in oceanic emergency situations, not out on a lake. There was a rope with a knot and Hunter had it in his mouth while Golding held the other end.

	“Where we going?” he asked but the dreamed dog only kept paddling. Qingak Lake disappeared and they were somewhere in the Atlantic, passing icebergs and blue whales with backs that rose from the surf like islands. A giant steamer appeared at their side and a woman knocked on the side of the ship from way, way up, though the report came to Golding clearly. The knocking continued and the woman began waving. The knocks remained though her hands no longer made contact with the ship. 

	Golding’s eyes shot open. 

	The old man stood outside the window of the Jeep holding a shiny, white, oversized brick with the name HUNTER carved luxuriantly in large above and the words LOVED BY ANDREW in smaller below. It was perfect and nearly had Golding choking up anew. He reached into his pocket as he rolled down the window.

	“You said two hundred?”

	“If it’s cash, one-eighty,” the man said without humor—this kind of request had little room for humor, but everybody won if the banks and taxers were cut from small business transactions.

	Golding counted out nine of the eleven twenties he’d pulled from an ATM after initially speaking with the man to make the request. 

	The man didn’t count, simply pocketed the cash and then said, “Sorry about your dog. I’ve had three good boys. I can’t stomach to get another.”

	“Yeah,” Golding said, thinking no good boy was good as Hunter.

	—

	By the time he was leaving Night Lake, it was already 6:21 PM. He’d slept much of the day away in the Jeep with a dead dog next to him. It was the kind of situation a man didn’t anticipate ever happening, and then it did happen. The highway was nearly as empty as it had been on his way south, but two trucks passed in the oncoming lane, headed to Night Lake, and one car raced around him heading north. Five minutes after that, the same car flew by in the oncoming lane going at least twice Golding’s speed. Probably a kid, testing the gumption of the little Honda engine.

	The rush he’d forced through the dark wilderness in the wee hours that morning was gone. He didn’t need to be anywhere and the faster he got home, the closer he came to putting Hunter to rest, once he hiked them up to Aglignaktuk Point. It was a popular spot by the standards of the park, but it saw fewer than thirty visitors a year. Although the park was open to the public, it wasn’t for the public. It belonged to the wildlife and flora, and given how remote it was, those who did visit were almost always respectful and courteous to nature.

	Golding clenched his teeth at the memory of how agreeably Hunter had accepted so many noogies and scruff scratches from nice men and women with huge packs on their backs. How his tail wagged and he popped and danced in excitement over their mysterious and unexpected treats. It wasn’t only Golding losing his companion, it was the park. The park would be duller and grayer from that day on and the notion of it, on top of the rest, cut Golding in a spot that had previously gone unblemished. 

	“Boy,” he said and rubbed the cold dog’s head. “Good boy.”
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	Hinny and Patterson remained in the rock gash with the tiny fire going, sleeping in intervals. Hinny had his cellphone with him. It received no signal there, of course, but the timer worked fine. 

	At 2:30 AM, Hinny awoke to the buzz and found Patterson reading a portion of The Stand they hadn’t crumpled and burned. He’d positioned himself at the edge of the opening, leaning his arms out so that the moonlight over the creek hit the page. Most of the forest canopied their position, so any light at all was a small blessing.

	“Hey,” Hinny said.

	“You can sleep a little longer, if you like,” Patterson said, not taking his eyes from the page he was reading.

	“Any noises out there?”

	“Nope.”

	“Okay,” Hinny said and closed his eyes.

	A few minutes passed and Patterson was engulfed. The Trashcan Man was on the Strip, ignoring the pleas that he leave and Patterson felt goose bumps break out, knowing what was coming. 

	A shadow fell over the page and broke his concentration. The snorted breathing, the fire and meat smells, the looming sense of demise. “Shit,” he said.

	Behemoth stepped into the creek and snatched Patterson by the arm before he had a chance to move, flinging him into the air and biting off the man’s hand and the final fifty pages of the book. Patterson’s scream echoed through the forest and ran the entire arc of his rise and fall until he thumped down in the dirt thirty feet from the creek. A moan escaped him after a heavy two seconds of silence.

	Hinny had his .357 out and was aiming at shadows, not at all certain if the beast was even still close. He felt at his side for the lighter, and then a pre-wadded ball of paper; he grabbed a few. He lit them all and began tossing them from the cover of the rock. Two sizzled and died in the creek, the third crossed the creek and landed on the far side. Nothing.

	Hinny crawled closer to the edge of the hideaway after pocketing the lighter and the cellphone, gun in hand. He peeked out to his right—the way they’d come—and saw nothing untoward. He peeked then to his left and made eye contact with Behemoth’s downturned face. The beast roared and seemed to shake leaves from every tree in the park.

	Hinny brought the gun up and squeezed the trigger. One handed with strong recoil, the .357 tried to leap from his grip, but he was no Ostook and his shot hadn’t missed. Behemoth had spun, jerking and dancing its huge hideous face away, backward toward where Patterson lay moaning. Hinny took quick aim at the beast where it writhed and pawed at its jaw and nose with its fore-hooves. The shot missed hitting dead on by about an inch, but punctured flesh nonetheless, and Behemoth learned quickly, bolting out of Hinny’s sightline.

	“Help…me,” Patterson whined.

	Hinny could see the man beneath the shine of pale moonlight, but to get to him, he’d have to cross Behemoth. 

	“God deliver him,” Hinny said as he pushed to his feet. “God deliver me,” he added as he took the fastest route, running down the cold creek, moving closer to their original landing spot.

	Patterson watched his silhouette disappear and tried to play dead. Behemoth’s panting and bouncing around had ceased and it had begun sniffing again. Patterson could see clearly the massive black shape, darkening shadows, but it was as if the thing couldn’t see him. He thought about a movie he’d watched in the theater decades ago, a silly movie with dinosaurs and they couldn’t see unless the people moved, so without a better option handy, he lay still. 

	Playing dead might just save him.

	He might just lie there and avoid the thing.

	If he didn’t bleed to death or go into shock, he might just—

	The sniffing ceased and Behemoth ran at Patterson before the man had a chance to settle on a new defense strategy. A giant hoof lifted high and then stomped Patterson’s hips into the ground. The sharpness of the claws dug and tore through his flesh. Intestines coiled and puddled over his detached lap as blood soared free as Lynyrd Skynyrd, pooling at his hips and seeping into the soil. The big mouth came down over Patterson and he let out a half-hearted wail a moment before teeth decapitated his head and swallowed all sounds and further intentions to make sounds.

	Behemoth feasted.

	—

	In short spurts of courage, Gray and Graham left their hovel to pick from the belongings strewn about and to strip the dead. Every sound that could be attributed to a forest full of animals was attributed to Behemoth instead, and with each of those sounds, they scurried back to the assumed safety beneath the tree trunk. 

	“It’s not even the…there’s bears and things, too,” Graham said.

	They’d been too scared to light a fire and instead settled for proximity—bad breath, body odor, and constant fidgeting included. Two muddy adults beneath the lifted root structure of a large tree, huddled beneath backpacks, hands tucked underneath one another’s shirts to swap warmth. Had they been less terrified and a little bit cleaner, either might’ve explored the reality that they were the youngest of the group—him at thirty-six and her at forty-one—and seen where things went. Perhaps when they got out of there.

	“Can you sleep?” Gray asked. Her cheek was against Graham’s shoulder.

	“I keep feeling ghost bugs,” Graham said. “Twice in about a hundred times there was something there, but it’s driving me crazy.”

	“Do you think Dealand had an unannounced escape plan if Behemoth didn’t come?”

	“Probably he figured he’d simply call someone to pick us up.”

	“Sounds about right.”

	Graham sighed. “He was a great…well, he was great at making you feel it, you know?”

	“I wouldn’t be out here if he hadn’t,” Gray said. Not ten minutes prior she was asking herself how she’d stumbled into Dealand’s web; how she, a successful and self-sufficient millionaire, came to pool her assets and celebrity with these men because a single man had asked her if she cared to do so. Feeling the electricity of Dealand’s way with God’s words had to be it, otherwise… “But he was right about Behemoth, partly. Think of the literal power that exists. No Christians were out here, not living, not ever. All of mankind would be sparse here, so it was only God’s whim to choose this Point.”

	“Remember when we were supposed to go to Peru?”

	“Sure,” Gray said.

	“That was for Behemoth, too.”

	“Really? Dealand only said…” Gray trailed. Dealand said a lot of things and it was so much easier to remember the things he’d gotten right.

	“He pissed off someone connected to Vizcarra and we couldn’t enter the country safely.”

	“Who’s Vizcarra?”

	“The president.”

	“Oh.”

	“Yeah, so he kind of randomly picked this place…I could be way off, but I think—”

	A tree branch snapped somewhere nearby, silencing Graham’s statement. They waited, breaths held tight as loved ones’ arms on a sinking ship.

	“You think what?” Gray said after about a minute of near silence—the woods were never totally silent, especially not at night.

	“I think some people of great faith can be blinded by opportunities presented by darker forces.”

	“You think Dealand followed Satan instead of God?”

	“Not on purpose…but maybe Dealand was never who he claimed to be…I mean beyond the greed, for which all of us are guilty and we need to atone.”

	Gray nodded gently against Graham shoulder. “God forgive us our human imperfections. God forgive us for—”

	Another tree snapped, this one closer by, and the pair remained silent, and at times one slept or the other, but the forest never did.

	—

	Hinny shivered as he ran along soft, mucky shore. The creek had him soaked to the thighs and he was down to fumes in the tank. He had to stop somewhere.

	And there it was.

	A gap in the overhanging trees shined a light upon a hollowed spruce that made Graham think of Mary and Baby Jesus, the Wise Men being led by a star. 

	“Thank you, God,” he said and withdrew the lighter from his pocket with his right hand—his left held the .357—as he crouched inside the larger than expected space. Almost as big as a department store garden shed. “Come on.” The lighter was damp and he had to flick the wheel six times to get a flame. “Christ!” he shouted and fell back out the gaping entryway as the firelight shined off the black bulbs of a startled bear’s eyes. 

	The bear roared and Hinny lifted his left hand as he skidded backward. Cold, cold water splashed his ass and he held upright for just a moment before slipping into the creek. It had to be four feet deep at that point. Hinny gasped and began floating as the coldness of the water bit into him everywhere below his chin. He fought the urge to pull himself out; he was making ground away from the bear that had begun walking along the bank after him.

	Terror outweighing cold, Hinny started swimming with the current. His head rang with frozen exhaustion, but the bear had stopped chasing, so it had been worth it. He might survive hypothermia; he wasn’t about to survive a bear attack.

	“Fuh-fuh-fuck…yuh-you,” he whispered, and then took a mouthful of water cold enough to make his teeth hurt.

	He didn’t even have a chance to hear the incredible change in the creek before the world fell away beneath him and he started to free fall, and then bounced, bounced, bounced, finally landing in the mud at a ledge of the thirty-three-foot drop of the waterfall. As if by luck, Hinny hit his head hard enough, but not too hard, and for a time didn’t have to consider the cold or the terror, or that he was back, not a half-mile from the knoll and the site of Behemoth’s rising.
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	Full dark and still, Golding considered starting out for his last trek with Hunter by his side—or, more accurately, with Hunter strapped to his back. Stupid. He brought Hunter inside with him and set him down on the mat by the food dish. 

	The cabin had four rooms: the kitchen/dining/living room, the bathroom, the closet bedroom, and the small covered and bug-netted space at the front for lost or injured campers. Sometimes, on the rare hot nights, Golding would lie out there with Hunter, letting the gentle whistle of the breeze lull them both to sleep. Not tonight. He kicked off his shoes and headed for the shower—he was a few days in need of bathing. After that, he slipped into boxer shorts and an old t-shirt, and then flopped down on his couch.

	For the first hour of drifting, Golding opened his eyes every now and then, certain he’d heard a paw scratch against linoleum or felt a cold wet nose against his hand. Eventually, he stopped waking up until it was close enough to daylight that he could get himself ready.

	Not once did he think to check his emails. Not once did he think to check his phone messages. If he had, he would’ve learned of peculiar seismic activity and that the man who’d spotted the polar bear had again spotted it, and this time he gave exact GPS coordinates. He did however grab a radio—out of habit—his .338 Ruger rifle, and his knife—out of learned necessity—before he departed the ranger’s cabin with an overloaded pack. A small shed leaned against the back corner of the cabin and Golding pulled the stubby round-mouthed shovel from the nail on the wall. It strapped neatly to the side of his pack and the man got moving. 

	Hunter’s dead weight and the weight of the grave marker punished in a way that had his muscles threatening retribution after only minutes. But pain now and pain later were okay, he knew they’d be joining him for the foreseeable future. He’d accept this pain for Hunter’s memory. Gladly.

	The first signs of sunlight grayed the greens and browns of the forest in a way that felt befitting for this trip. Again, thoughts of life as a ranger without a dog by his side tried to form, but there was no real shape to them.

	Before he had Hunter, he was a married man, living in a small town, but nearby to larger centers. He hadn’t noticed it right away, but he’d begun bringing up the subject of children with his now ex-wife, and that’s when she’d started pointing out dogs that the local SPCA advertised on their website. When he talked about wilderness, she started talking about trips to go shopping in New York or Toronto. He wanted to see the Athabasca glacier. She wanted to find Marilyn Monroe’s name on the Walk of Fame. 

	There’d never been a big blow-up, simply a casual tearing at the seams that started out with the wiggling of a thread before a quick tug. Neither were who they were when they’d wed only a few years prior, and neither saw the others’ interests as a worthwhile sacrifice, though Golding had always harbored notions that things would fix themselves, that she’d get all that frivolousness out of her system. 

	She went to Hollywood and the Big Apple and then took a job in a small city. She’d encouraged Golding to try eHarmony and OkCupid, and that was when he finally understood. They’d have no future together, no trips together, no children together, because there was no they. Two singles drifting with different currents.

	He never tried online dating, but he did find a remote job online and a dog he’d named Hunter. To think about it from the bad end of the lens was depressing as hell.

	“Hello there,” Golding said, pausing.

	Three juvenile deer stood in his path and he let their appearance take him away from everything else, if only for a moment. No matter how many times he saw these kinds of animals, seeing them again sent respectful thrills through his body. Anything he could do to not disturb them, but still witness them was worth whatever it took. 

	He continued on after the deer pranced from view. For as long as he’d been there, he borrowed routes from the animals, following the paths they’d trample year after year. This accomplished the obvious: less bushwhacking. But it also let him be mindful of dangerous animals and forecast their presence when he could. Not that total avoidance was possible. Wild cats were somewhat unpredictable, and all bears could be very territorial or not at all. Molds were for averages, not living things.

	“Remember when you spooked that grizzly and the only thing that saved us was how close we were to the Jeep?” Golding asked over his shoulder.

	He’d put Hunter in a garbage bag, all but his head. He still zipped away Hunter’s head, but something about putting plastic over his mouth, nose, eyes and ears simply felt wrong.

	“Guess you don’t remember,” Golding said and felt a fresh quiver play into his chin, but it was fleeting. If he had to guess, he’d cried himself out for another twenty-five years. He was thirty-seven now and thought the last time he’d cried was when he was twelve and the small town where he lived jacked up the registration price of organized hockey, forcing enough children out of his age group that there weren’t enough spaces for a rep team and a house team. The rep coach, however, refused to make sacrifices to the potential win/loss record and cut two kids—Golding being one of the two—and those kids had to accept that they weren’t good enough to play with their peers, and their parents had to accept refunds. It turned out to be a blessing because it saved him from the sometimes toxic world of organized sport, but at the time, he’d wailed like a colicky baby until his father told him he could spend the refunded money on anything he liked. He got his first rifle that year and started down a path of wilderness appreciation.

	“Would’ve liked to teach a son or daughter that,” Golding said to the sky above the thinned treetops. He was at about the halfway point between the cabin and Aglignaktuk Point. Most times, he’d take a break here and enjoy the view, maybe toss a stick for Hunter to fetch if the small, chase-worthy animals had all hidden away. 

	Without the need to throw a stick, he continued on. Time passed differently with the numbing grief weighing upon him. His feet moved as his lungs breathed. It wasn’t until the radio on his belt crackled that he thought about much of anything.

	“What about this one? Ranger? Ranger?” a voice said, and by the subtle accent and firmness of the edges around each word, Golding knew it was the polar bear spotter.

	He unclipped the walkie and held the TALK button. “Golding here.”

	“Oh, good, finally I have you. There is something out here, please do tell me you are near the station. I did not know which number to call; I only have the station number.”

	“I’m not. I’m on my way—what’s happened?” Golding said.

	“You will not believe. I have to show you.”
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	Graham hadn’t ever been much of a tree climber, not even as a boy; more of a Nintendo and Sega master than a physical activity type, though he’d had a set of genes that naturally kept him in shape. And now here he was at thirty-six, up a tree holding on for his life. He’d gone out when he saw the morning light glinting off something metal and discovered Ostook’s gun. That was about fifty feet from the hovel he’d been sharing with Gray. Once he got to the gun, felt the good weight of it and turned back to wave to Gray, she’d gone wide-eyed and then pointed at the risers on the rock face where Behemoth was making its way down to the knoll like a chunky housecat on a set of stairs.

	To run back to the hovel was to run closer to the beast, and perhaps give away an especially useful hidey hole. That would be capital B bad. Instead, he broke to his right, stuffing the weapon in the waistband of the torn and stained outer pants he wore over his own—stolen from part of a corpse. Most of the clothes they’d commandeered came off partial former colleagues or out of stomped packs. It all had rips and stains. 

	The tree that he’d run to had been knocked askew by the rising of the beast, but even before that had happened, it would’ve been the tree he picked out of the crowd if he was forced to choose one to climb. Three limbs sprouted low as if in disagreement and created a basket. Smaller limbs came away from those and so on, giving Graham plenty of space to get uncomfortably high, higher than Behemoth’s general sightline.

	If one got him close enough, he might try to fire, somehow—a gash at its nose and mouth became visible and that had him thinking offense. Blood had crusted, and like nothing else, that gave room to hope someone might put this thing down—if it could be harmed, surely it could be killed, but was he that killer? 

	It sniffed and snorted and then stamped a foot, driving a great divot into the rocky soil. Behemoth seemed to consider this result and began backing away. It backed so far it struck a skinny birch tree and sent it falling, snapping limbs at first and then thumping heavily when it finally landed. Behemoth seemed to consider this as well. It stepped to another tree, a much thicker tree. A spruce, one that had to be one hundred years old. Behemoth reared on its hind legs and kicked with it forelegs. The tree cracked and Behemoth rocked until it sent a deafening crack through the forest and then landed noisily, leaving weepy splintered stakes rising from a stump. Behemoth stilled for a handful of seconds. Then, without warning, charged away, head-butting the air and kicking dirt like a happy goat set free from a pen. 

	Graham started to consider getting down, tried to remember why he’d climbed and not hid under some branches in the first place. Gravity was against him for the first part and while the beast was so near, the strain of holding his weight hadn’t really been a problem, but now it felt as if he held a truck rather than his trim frame.

	Shimmying made the bark dig into his arms painfully and he had to stop. Sweat dripped onto his face and trickled down into his shirt. Climbing down was impossible for him. 

	“Lord, keep me from hitting anything too solid,” he said and let his arms and legs go.

	The fall was fast and the impact of the landing forced all the air from his lungs. He began gasping harshly and his vision rolled. That was a stupid thing. Hands were upon him quickly, slapping at his cheeks.

	“Are you okay?” Gray said. “You’re not dead. Are you okay?”

	“Can’t…breathe,” Graham managed to say between gasps.

	Gray leaned down over him, putting her abdomen over his face. “Quiet. It’ll come back.”

	Graham closed his eyes and attempted to calm himself with thoughts of a happier place, the way his grandmother had instructed him both times she decided he needed iodine for cuts one childhood summer.

	Happy place.

	Happy place. 

	As a young man working as a counsellor at a Christian sleepaway camp that a step-uncle had operated, the children ran Graham ragged, and by the nature of the position, he got only one full day off per week, because the counsellors had nowhere they could go anyway. But Graham had found a place and a person. Beyond the trail and through the fence at the edge of the property, a trio of dilapidated bungalows stood as if an affront to gravity. One had an occupant with a welcome smile. The woman’s name was Wanda, and she had skin so dark and perfect Graham had asked if she was a model. She’d laughed at him, but offered him a beer. He was only fifteen, but he didn’t dare say no.

	It became a thing naturally—the lawn chairs beneath the willows at the back of her property, cold beer, and the beautiful woman—for six weeks, at least once a week, he found solitude in her yard. They never embraced, they never touched, but they did play.

	She had no air conditioning so she spent most of her summer days outside, playing games on her son’s—he’d joined the army that year, just like his father—N64 on a twenty-inch TV that sat atop a milk crate with extension cords running. Wanda had told him about being a mother and a widow and being poor and being content for the first time in her life to sit on her butt, drink beer, and slowly do away with what she had coming in her husband’s death gratuity. They’d had life insurance tied to the mortgage, so the heap of a house cost almost nothing to live in.

	Graham was fascinated. He’d told her about being born under the grand shadow of Christianity and whom his father was and his wealthy living and how to perform wall kicks in Super Mario 64, locate all the red coins, and time the ghosts. That backyard held a peace he’d never been able to retain or find again, and never had a stranger been so willing to educate him without an ulterior motive to his learning.

	He slipped close to Wanda’s backyard for five seconds and breathed. “I’m okay,” he said to Gray.

	“What the hell were you doing out here?” she hissed.

	“Joe’s gun. It was in the grass.”

	—

	 Hinny awoke, blinking in pain. The night had disappeared, but had left behind the chill and some injuries. Above him, to his left, was the small waterfall that flowed down into a crevice beneath the solid earth where he lay. He rolled sideways, away from the pattering water. Shrubs circled his landing pad and the simple point of cover gave him a moment of relaxation. Birds sang in the trees. The sun was out, and would dry him nicely if he had a chance to bask in the glow. He didn’t hear anything beyond the peace that belonged to the deep woods.

	“Thank you, Lord,” he said, partly concerning his survival, but also that his .357 was only three feet to his right, beneath the thick tangled twines of the shrubbery encircling him.

	He scooched his body. The motion sent great bouts of soreness through his muscles. He was so lucky. Sore was doable, broken was not, and given the lack of actual searing pain, he suspected that he was only bruised, maybe a little cracked somewhere unimportant—a tarsal or something amongst the carpals. Once close enough, he took the cold gun into his grip.

	Mud had lodged in the barrel, and he began picking and blowing, letting his mind focus far enough that he barely heard the snapping of a tree or the birds cease their song. The second snapped tree, however, grabbed hold of his attention. Hinny dragged his injured form tight to the shrubs. He reached his free hand inside and shoved away enough of the greenery to make a peep hole.

	“Behemoth,” he whispered.

	The beast came running and jumping, skipping childishly, but then stopped abruptly and head-butted a stone wall hard enough to visibly jar itself. It backed up a step and turned its attention to a tree not far from where Hinny hid. The muddy, mossy platform was about ten feet from the ground beneath Behemoth’s hooves. 

	Head lowered, the beast nailed the tall fir tree and sent it down with a tremendous din of crackling wood. It chased after the felled tree and shoved it in snowplow fashion, carving the dirt and loosening rocks like a road grader putting the progress boots to nature. The treetop connected with a boulder and bent until it snapped. Behemoth popped sideways, grunting and sniffing. It turned fully around and seemed to look directly at Hinny. 

	Hinny looked back at Behemoth as if in challenge and then flinched—his only defense once impact struck, for the beast was charging at him. The footfalls pounded thunderously and Hinny found himself shaking as each grew closer.

	“Our Father, who art in Heaven…” Hinny started, but trailed when the footfalls ceased and he hadn’t been grabbed and then crushed as Behemoth’s plaything.

	He did hear the beast however. It breathed heavily as it lapped at the waterfall trailing on the far side of the platform. Hinny rolled to look and realized that if Behemoth raised its head while it drank, it would see him clearly…but also, he was so close, and when it came to taking down enormous game with handguns, proximity and aim were the two biggest factors. Hinny began dragging himself across the platform.

	Behemoth possibly heard or smelled something, because it ceased drinking and lifted its head. Hinny whipped his hands together before him and took aim at the beast’s eyes. They were cloudy, almost looking like they harbored cataracts. That second of surprise gave the beast the moment it needed to locate its prey.

	Hinny got off two rounds—right into Behemoth’s face—before the great mouth snatched at him and a good deal of dirt. The punch of the rounds had staggered the beast and blood rained into its mouth, bathing Hinny in hot, hot gore. He screamed and Behemoth spat as it turned.

	Thumping and then rolling, Hinny was a ball of pain and disassociation; even when he stopped moving, he couldn’t see anything or hear anything, had no idea where the .357 had gone, but he moved, crawled on autopilot. He had to go. Had to get away.

	Behemoth roared and then footfalls raced.

	Hinny felt stone beneath his hands, rough and protective. He veered to his left without thought and his right hand dipped into a gap. His body followed, rolling into a tight crevice. Heart rate slowing, mind clearing, Hinny’s eyes played over the shadows and he wasn’t sure how he’d done it, but he thought that he might just have saved himself. 

	Beyond the stony crack, Behemoth snorted and spat bloody gobs of mucous. It roared again and that shook Hinny deep into his teeth. 

	“Our Father, who art—”

	Hinny’s prayer was interrupted by another roar, this one directed right into the hole where he lay. He screamed and shook. The incredible claws of Behemoth’s fore-hooves carved beneath the front of the immense boulder. A steady growl vibrated the universe and then the rock crumbled and a chunk the size of a cube van began lifting. Behemoth’s wet face—cold of flesh, but hot of running blood—pushed in beneath the boulder.

	Hinny’s fingers dug into the meat of the beast’s face as that huge mouth sucked greedily for his body. “No, shit! No! God!”

	Behemoth sucked hard enough to get Hinny’s feet crunched between rear molars and then lashed its head away, sending the cracked boulder tumbling, closing off the hole, and lifting Hinny high into the air. He screamed and punched even as his bones shattered at the beast’s chewing. Finally, it popped its head, releasing Hinny momentarily before catching him a foot from the earth and munching him down.
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	The voice coming through the radio had created a welcome distraction, and when Golding told him where he was headed, the man replied that he’d catch him and, “Again, what I have seen you will not believe, so I will not bother explaining until we connect.” Golding assumed it had to do with the polar bear, but wasn’t completely certain about that. That man did not seem like a crank or a stoner.

	So Golding walked along a nearly invisible trail, keeping an eye open for a woodsman of some fashion. He did not expect for the man to come at him from behind and put a gloved hand over Golding’s mouth—nor did he expect the man to be wearing a pup in a papoose. The dog smelled Golding’s bag as Golding attempted to jerk away from the man.

	“I will let you go, but we must be quiet and you must watch where you step. The beast is on the far side of that Point.” Haugland pulled his hand away slowly and took a gentle step in reverse. “It hears well.”

	The Point he referred to was Aglignaktuk Point, exactly where Golding planned to bury Hunter. “What in the hell are you talking about?” Golding whispered.

	“Please, follow me, but be observant and take cover if I do and I will take cover if you do. Deal?”

	What could he say but, “All right.”

	They walked slowly, as if avoiding the Point. The duty he had to complete tugged at Golding, but dealing with this man had him recalling his livelihood and why he lived way the hell out there in the first place. Golding slowed and tilted his head to comprehend the size of what appeared to be an animal track in the mud.

	“Yes. The beast did that. Come,” Haugland said and gave Golding’s sleeve a little tug.

	Golding was buying what this man was selling a little more, but then again, if a man was going to fake something, why not go all out with the…

	Trees, broken everywhere. Big ones. Giant divots cut into the forest floor. Blood trailed in various angles.

	“What in the hell is that?” Golding said.

	“Shh, listen,” Haugland said and even Jeger snapped his jaw tight.

	The sniffing and snorting he could almost explain away into a misidentification, but the roar was nothing but a roar. It echoed from a goodly distance and remained at an incredible volume. Jeger whimpered and Haugland scratched the dog’s head.

	“Quiet now, boy,” he said, still leading the trail closer to the owner of that incredible voice.

	After a dozen quiet steps, Golding said, “That’s not a bear, right?”

	“It has scared all the close bears into hiding, from what I have seen. No more talking, we are too near.”

	They walked and after about the length of a football field, Haugland knelt down. He waved for Golding to do the same and then come closer. He pulled back a branch and there was the incredible beast. Bigger than the biggest rhino he’d ever seen on TV; bigger by quite a bit. It had blood leaking from its face, but seemed wholly unperturbed. The beast was rooting its great snout beneath a fantastically large chunk of boulder…and it was moving it, cracking it. The grunts and growls came steadily and Golding was in shock—what in the hell was this thing?

	The rock tipped far enough for the beast to root free what it sought and finally Golding understood the true breadth of this dilemma. There was a man in the beast’s mouth. He gasped and Haugland covered his mouth again. He nodded back the way they’d come and Golding turned; he was not about to argue.

	They made haste away, sacrificing much of the quiet to gain distance. That beastly thing had seemed too busy to notice anyway. They began jogging after about a minute of walking and only paused when they were back where they’d met.

	“What in the hell was that and who was that man?” Golding said.

	“There are more people. They are hiding down beneath a tree. As for the monster, I cannot imagine what it is or where it came from. We need to leave this spot and call for help. I have a phone, but I knew not who to call aside from the ranger station.”

	“My dog. He died and I was at the vet,” Golding said, gaze trailing up to the spot he’d envisioned to act as Hunter’s resting place.

	“That is very sad.” 

	“Yeah.”

	“I have had four dogs pass.” 

	“Yeah?” Golding’s forehead wrinkled tight to center.

	“What was his name?”

	“Hunter.”

	Haugland nodded. “That is a very good name.”

	Golding shook his head. “He won’t…there’s no fridge…Christ, what in the hell was that thing?”

	“I don’t know, but my camp is close. I want to gather my things. I cannot see coming back in for them any time soon and I have my wallet and passport. I need those.”

	Golding took a deep breath; this was a sensible man acting with his head. Once the military got wind, probably nobody would be in for a very long time, not civilians anyway. “Get your things and meet me here.”

	“You are staying?”

	“No. Going to bury Hunter, but only there,” Golding said, pointing up the hill to a solo tree standing where the hill crested. “Not far.”

	The thought was, that thing was likely to go a whole lot of other places before it climbed the rock face. So most likely he had all the time he’d need aside from the man wanting to move. Probably the wisest thing was to follow his lead—Golding’s head was a mess.

	“Yes, I see. The station is straight the way you came? In case I have to run.”

	“More or less, yeah.”

	Haugland gave a single nod and started away, Jeger whining gently. Golding figured he had at least needed ten minutes and maybe that was enough time and maybe it wasn’t. It would be a burial without much ceremony in either event. He began jogging up the hill, ignoring the burn in his legs and chest. No matter what else was happening out there, this burial needed to happen today.

	He reached the tree and freed his shovel without removing the pack—if he had to run again, he didn’t want to lose touch before Hunter went into the ground. He deserved that much.

	—

	“Okay, boy, do your business and then we have a treat,” Haugland said after letting Jeger out of the papoose. He made quick work taking down the tent and rolling his sleeping bag. The cooking tools went into the enormous pack, rather than dangling around the outside where they’d clang—something he did with purpose because bears kept away and would never be startled into action if they heard a body coming long before they arrived. The coffee urn would go in with the food because he could fill the hollow of its center. The food itself came down and Haugland wound the rope around his arm. 

	In the distance, a tree snapped and echoed a warning cry: time to boogie. Jeger finished his business and Haugland had everything packed but a pocketful of dog biscuits, a chunk of chocolate, the slingshot he used to keep rodents off his food pack, and the .306 Springfield. 

	“Jeger, come,” he said and loaded the obedient, frightened dog into the papoose before shouldering his bag and his rifle. There wasn’t much time by his watch, and he’d always been efficient and precise.
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	An idea stopped Graham dead and Gray nearly tumbled with the stalled motion. She’d been helping him hurry back to the hovel. They were just about out of food and water from the scavenged packs—neither ate much beyond the bare need for energy reserve replenishment—and had to get someplace else, sooner than later, but now was not the time.

	“Come on,” Gray said.

	“Dealand’s Bible. What if it has a reverse ritual?”

	Gray’s eyes widened and she looked across the knoll to the bloody pack and the things they’d tossed from it, including that book. They hadn’t even considered a backup plan of supernatural ilk. She gave a look to the direction where Behemoth was making noise. It sounded as if the beast was moving the other way, so she took her chance to break for the book. Her feet slipped on the morning dew and her hand slammed into the grass, steadying her, keeping her partially upright. Her feet continued kicking and then she was on the move with a little bit of speed behind her. Graham watched until she had the book, and then he began ambling in the direction of the hovel, gun barrel pointed to the ground.

	Book in hand, Gray scanned the woods for Behemoth and saw nothing, heard nothing. This was somehow worse, the unknowing. She spun on her heels and sprinted. Behind her, a tree snapped. It was tall enough that the action of cutting air rang high-pitched like a dropped bomb. The long limbs reached her vicinity and swatted at her, causing her to veer from the hovel.

	Graham was nearly to the tree with the conveniently protective root structure when he had to dive to his right after a glance upward. The treetop nearly hit him and then, flung from one of the lower branches of the tree’s upper portion, an eagle’s nest crashed next to him. Almost instantly, a mean looking shadow swooped close and then whooped a siren cry as it stretched its talons. Graham continued rolling and the bird missed him. The nest had lost its cargo and two scruffy gray birds wailed from the dirt nearby. Graham gave a glance up to the looming shadow and then another to Behemoth’s direction. The beast was coming their way. He got to scrambling then.

	Gray was back to her feet and winced when she saw the eagle taking aim at Graham anew, but resumed running when he managed to roll out of the way. Behemoth was nearer than before, but still far enough away—she was almost certain the beast’s sight was sub-par and that it worked with other senses—that she felt better running upright, gaining distance rather than staying low and being out longer was the way to go. She got around the top of the felled tree and discovered Graham standing with his hands to the sides of his head, .44 Smith and Wesson pressed to his cheek. 

	“It’s ruined,” he said.

	The falling of the tree had shaken loose earth and filled the hovel. Frantically, Gray scanned the knoll and the forest surrounding them. Nowhere jumped out as possible hunkering spaces.

	“Damn, okay,” she said and began flipping through the book. Three sheets of well-worn lined paper fell out.

	Behemoth roared and both Gray and Graham winced before crouching down for cover. Gray continued flipping while Graham snatched up the dropped pages. The first was a list of locations, several of which had been crossed off. The second was copied instructions on the ritual of Behemoth. The third was something he’d never seen: GOD’S FINGER.

	“God’s Finger,” he whispered and Gray looked at him.

	“He has notes on every page in here. Please tell me you have something.”

	“Maybe. It’s chanting, like before: do not fear, for I am with you; I am not dismayed, for You are the true God. I beg for Your strength. Save me and take my soul into the everlasting. I will uphold You with my righteous right hand, and then it goes, the Lord encamps around those who fear Him, and He delivers them protection. Blessed is the one who begs refuge in Him, and I beg refuge!”

	Gray snatched the page. Below the incantations were instructions on bloodletting and sacrificial offering at the Earth’s sacred points. “That spot where he killed Gloria, that must be a sacrificial spot, right? But it doesn’t say anything about murder on this one, just some blood and the offering of our souls.”

	“It says to protect and deliver, right?”

	Gray squinted at the page; if it was Biblical, it was subjective. “Encamps around those…do you think it’s for ancient battle?”

	Before Graham could answer, Behemoth roared from far too close. The beast was snapping its great mouth at the angry eagle and missing; beneath one of its hooves was the destroyed nest.

	“Doesn’t matter,” Gray said and took Graham’s hand and pulled him away, and then brought him back around. “We have no time to consider anything, this either works or it doesn’t.”

	Gray kneeled next to where Pope’s corpse had lain until Behemoth ate her, and reached into her sock for the long knife in its sheath she’d rescued from Pope’s pack. “Start saying the things.”

	“Do not fear, for I am with you; I am not dismayed, for You are the true God. I beg for Your strength. Save me and take my soul into the everlasting. I will uphold You with my righteous right hand,” Graham said. 

	Gray ran the blade over the back of her left forearm—in movies, they always, always cut palms, but what an unnecessary annoyance that caused. This slice hurt very little because the knife was brand new sharp.

	“The Lord encamps around those who fear Him, and He delivers them protection. Blessed is the one who begs refuge in Him, and I beg refuge!” Graham said, trying to watch Gray and read at the same time.

	Behemoth turned toward them and sniffed.

	“Hold it where I can see it!” Gray shouted as she put the knife back into the sheath.

	Graham leaned the page down, wincing from the battering his body had taken when he dropped from the tree.

	In something close to unison, they chanted, “Do not fear, for I am with you; I am not dismayed, for You are the true God. I beg for Your strength. Save me and take my soul into the everlasting. I will uphold You with my righteous right hand. The Lord encamps around those who fear Him, and He delivers them protection. Blessed is the one who begs refuge in Him, and I beg refuge!”

	Behemoth started trotting toward them, away from the eagle and her children.

	“Do not fear, for I am with you! I am not dismayed, for You are the true God. I beg for Your strength. Save me and take my soul into the everlasting. I will uphold You with my righteous right hand. The Lord encamps around those who fear Him, and He delivers them protection. Blessed is the one who begs refuge in Him, and I beg refuge!”

	The world began to shake as it had when summoning Behemoth, but it felt less centralized. The scale was bigger and whatever was going to happen, couldn’t happen soon enough. Though the quake slowed the forward motion of the beast, it did not stop its progression.

	Gray and Graham began the third recitation together, “Do not fear, for I am with you! I am not dismayed, for You are the true God! I beg for Your strength. Save me and take my soul into the everlasting!” but Behemoth was upon them and Gray fell from her crouch where she’d continued dripping the blood sacrifice, and Graham became the sole target. Gray closed her eyes at Graham’s screams and wailed out, “I will uphold You with my righteous right hand! The Lord encamps around those who fear Him, and He delivers them protection! Blessed is the one who begs refuge in Him, and I beg refuge!”

	Behemoth’s bite and the swinging of its head had sent Graham flying, his body shaken loose at the impact against the distant rock face as his hips and ribs shattered and his vertebrae disconnected almost completely. His body had landed half on the ledge and half down into the gulley from which Behemoth had risen—and the stone had since returned to its original slim fissure. The beast tried to stamp Graham, pin his body, but he began sliding down the crevice as the quake continued and an incredible crunching and crackling commenced all around them.

	Gray felt guilty, but tore her eyes from Graham. Nothing would save him now. Dirt hung on the air like smoke and shadows began to darken the world beyond her comprehension. Whatever they’d made happen didn’t work quite as she’d hoped. 

	So she had to move, but to where?

	She thought of Rob Patterson and Benjamin Himmy, perhaps they’d gotten away by climbing those rocky shelves up onto the Point. This was as good an idea as any other and Gray popped to her feet and began sprinting, eyeing Behemoth as it dug in frustration at the gulley at the rock face—Graham’s body had disappeared, fallen away. Behemoth roared and huffed, bouncing up and slamming its fore-hooves against the rock so hard white dust lit like cherry bomb smoke.

	Gray reached the first ledge and had to stretch and kick to achieve any advancement. The shaking made everything difficult and treacherous. “Lord, give me strength,” she said and then wondered if maybe she should stop asking that particular pony for a ride. So far, things hadn’t gone well. “Satan, give—” She couldn’t finish, even if she didn’t believe Satan still existed in a meaningful way. How she saw it was that he was only an idea, a genetic blip that caused humanity to do bad things. And still, she couldn’t muster the words.

	After she’d managed to drag herself to the second landing, she paused to assess the situation with Behemoth. The beast was still busy trying to get to Graham—a small blessing that his body landed where it had. She then turned and looked around from the higher vantage, above much of the hanging dust cloud.

	“What in the…?” she hissed, trailing.

	It was as if a fence had risen around the knoll. She shook her head and pushed onward, reaching her tired arms for the next shelf. She didn’t have time to pause and ponder what she’d seen. Behemoth roared a higher note and Gray looked down from the third landing. The beast had broken away a chunk of rock and then clamped its teeth on one of Graham’s feet.

	“He is already dead,” she said, as if to remind herself that dwelling on the fact helped her none. 

	She grabbed hold of the lip of the lookout point and kicked her toes against the stone until she got her weight on her elbows. Behemoth cried out again and she didn’t dare pause for even a second. She scrambled and wiggled, got one knee up and then the other. She pulled hard enough that some shared muscle in her neck and shoulder screamed for mercy. She gave none until she was up on solid ground and shuffling her wobbly feet, rubbing the soreness that had mostly abated when the pressure let.

	Distantly, she saw a man with a big pack and a stubby shovel in his hand, running in the opposite direction, down the hill and toward billows of dust; the same sort of thing as below. Gray glanced back and saw clearly what they’d summoned and took a sharp breath in through her nose.

	“Dear God,” she said.
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	Haugland put his hands out for balance and Jeger whimpered from the papoose. The world was shaking and Haugland felt the same intense excitement and fear as when he first spotted the beast. This was new and different, and what was eco-travelling done for if not to experience the dangers of nature? 

	From the corner of his eye, he saw a great white flash. A breathy grunt followed. The polar bear had been drinking from one of the many creeks, but something had spooked it. Which said a lot. Polar bears weren’t very experienced with predators or challenges in their natural setting and that made them more indifferent than black bears or grizzly bears—as far as he understood. 

	A rush of water splashed Haugland and Jeger. Carefully, the man crept closer, hunched slightly beneath the weight of his overloaded pack. He took a bite from his chocolate and fed a meat biscuit to Jeger—who was never too scared to eat. He rounded a bush when the sightline wasn’t great. Sharp green and brown tendrils had broken through the crust of the creek bed. 

	“Incredible,” he said and before he had a chance to sidestep, thanks in part to the pack, a new tendril burst up from beneath him and shot through his boot, then foot, and then into his leg. “Ahhg!” The pain was immense and suddenly he was lifted into the air as more and more tendrils broke through the dirt and stone to coil and weave. They looked like roots, but roped together like vines. One found Haugland’s right hand; another found his left armpit.

	His eyes went hazy, drifting into double, triple, quadruple vision before he blacked out. Jeger whimpered as the tendrils continued rising and his human didn’t move to prevent the intrusion. The dog barked and howled, pedaling his legs, but nothing worked to make distance from the terror.

	Jeger calmed somewhat, but it took many panted breaths.

	Haugland came to after a few minutes and the world continued its shake. He felt hot all over, but a cool edge bombarded, disconnecting him. Three feet from the ground and his blood pattered in a steady run. The tendrils had tapped him like a maple tree, freeing his life syrup. Dust lifted with the breaking of ground and Haugland coughed. Jeger began barking and howling, hanging upside down was no fun and the human was in great pain.

	Haugland’s breaths became short and he reached for the button on the papoose to free the dog. More tendrils could rise and nail him; another blow might kill him, but better him than the dog.

	“Agggh!” he whined as his hand drew closer to the release on the papoose, sliding flesh, muscle, tendons, veins over the tendril that had speared him there. “Agggh, slipp meg!” Blood slickened the passage and his hand began trailing closer and closer.

	Twenty feet away, a cougar jogged by, slowing momentarily; this despite the steady quaking of the ground, to drink in the sight of the man trapped within the sudden wall of brown and green plant life. Haugland swallowed and held his hand close enough to release the papoose, but not quite doing it. The cougar looked away after more than a minute and bolted in an impulsive hurry.

	“Okay,” Haugland said as the giant beast then came tearing along the impossible fence line. It sniffed and snorted, occasionally butting the fat space of its forehead against the growth. It sneezed at dirt and thumped its great hooves. Haugland drank in every move and then drank in a little more. Those eyes were especially interesting. 

	The beast reached Haugland and Jeger, sniffed and nudged. It obviously smelled him. It licked up and gnawed its teeth against Haugland’s leg. He screamed. The pain of motion while being trapped where he was had simply become too much. The dog growled and snapped, biting and finding one of the bullet holes in the beast’s face. The giant monster popped away a step and then roared with such violence that it blew Haugland’s hair and Jeger’s ears back. It stamped its hooves and roared again, this time sending a scolding wash of mucous and saliva over man and dog.

	It lowered its head as if to charge and Haugland winced, squeezing the buttons to drop Jeger. The dog yipped upon landing, tucking its tail and scooting away from the line of terror between man and monster.

	“Good…boy,” Haugland said, coughing blood, sending it out to mingle with the goop that trailed from his head and shoulders like salty paste.

	The beast stomped one, two, three intense steps, but stopped a moment after the quake ceased shaking the forest. Haugland opened his eyes. The dust remained hanging, but it appeared that a perfect, nine-foot fence circled—at least—that chunk of forest. When he’d chosen the park for its flora and fauna, he hadn’t at all expected any of this. He also hadn’t expected to die, and there was no denying that now. He was hundreds of miles from a hospital and might as well be on the moon if nobody knew to come and help him. This was the end and he was about to make the most of it. He cataloged the beast’s features, drinking in the oddity and the similarities to Animalia he’d seen or studied in his travels. Perhaps knowledge was something one could take with them.

	Seeing nothing quite alike and comparing what was there to things he had seen—alongside the jarring, terminal injuries—sent his mind askew. He saw the beaches and mountains. The reindeer and elk. The warthogs and jungle cats. He saw the numerous varieties of bears and hawks. He saw dogs, both wild and those he’d companioned. He saw so much so quickly that it blinded him and his voice jumped from his mouth in filthy little bubbles of fluid. “Marta. Marta. Marta.” 

	When he came to from the moment’s delirium, the beast had raced away, leaving in its wake only a deep set of footprints. Jeger had returned and sat on the ground, looking up.

	Haugland swallowed something heavy and jagged as he slipped his hand downward. The tendrils had stiffened and felt like sandpaper beneath his flesh. His fingers found his pocket and then the three treats he’d stashed to have at ready access. It took a great deal of agonized effort, but he managed to drop the treats for Jeger.
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	“I’m sorry this is happening so quick. You wouldn’t believe what’s out here,” Golding said over his shoulder as he dug into the stony dirt by the oak tree. A bit out of place, moss draped from every branch in lime green swatches and made the lone hardwood in the direct vicinity look more at home amongst the countless firs. “It’s a for real, real life monster.” It did feel more befitting of a graveyard tree, the way it hardly swayed, but still creaked in the breeze.

	Golding had to set aside the shovel and drop to his knees in order to address a pesky, egg-shaped rock. A tremor played through him and during the first moments of the quake, he thought it was the ghost of a vibration from the shovel meeting stone, but when it continued shaking as he was on his knees, he understood more was afoot.

	The snapping of wood and the popping of dirt followed and he rolled to his ass and watched the brown clouds rise and then hang on air like a fog. The sight immobilized him, had his mouth moving absently, a landed fish, and he had a fleeting thought that somehow Hunter was the thread holding the world together, and that his demise would ultimately mark the end of days. But that was crazy.

	Right?

	Screaming and barking played alongside the other sounds in the distance. Then growls and that beast’s incredible roar coming from elsewhere; distant too.

	“What’s happening?” he whispered.

	Hunter didn’t answer, of course, but he did give the answer in a way. When the environment went a little crazy, Hunter always found tight shelter. Golding knew the exact, thunderstruck tree that would offer a little cover, so long as other animals hadn’t congregated there—he’d be pretty short-sighted to assume he was the only terrified predator in that forest; great changes always sent the bigger animals a little bit haywire.

	He picked up his shovel and ran, stumbling through the motion of the earth beneath his feet; he would dig that hole later.

	—

	Golding ducked in as tightly as possible against the charred core of the dead, old growth elder. The top had fallen off and the guts had burned away, so as far as cover went, it wasn’t exceptional, but he’d survived the quake and ducked the notice of the wayward polar bear.

	“There really is a polar bear,” he whispered over his shoulder—Hunter would’ve liked to have seen that. Golding remained in place for several quiet minutes after the oddity passed, until he heard the steady barking of a juvenile dog. “Better check in on Mr. Bjorn, huh?”

	Golding pushed to his feet, inhaling and finding the burnt wood still harbored a burnt wood scent, and began following his ears and the general direction that the man had hurried off to when Golding went to bury Hunter. The barking led him directly and it didn’t take much time at all, but long before he could get close, a cougar growled from the long grass and tall weeds at the edge of a creek. 

	No time to think. In a fluid motion, Golding swung the rifle still strapped across his chest, which was resting atop his pack, down to his mid-section. He released the safety bolt and then chambered a round.

	“Git!” he shouted and then fired, which was sometimes enough to spook a wild animal. The cougar pinned its ears back and crouched. “Oh,” he said and jumped sideways to aim, only then noticing something very recently had taken off much of this animal’s tail. 

	The cougar leapt as Golding fired—missing by less than an inch—and slammed the man down like a wrestler, bulky pack acting like a turtle shell behind him. He tried to roll, thinking they’d hurt Hunter with the weight. The fur in his hands was tight and greasy. 

	The cougar was wild, made that way by the quakes and the intrusion upon its domain. Its teeth broke the flesh of Golding’s shoulder and he wailed, reaching sideways for a knife but finding the shovel first. It remained strapped to his pack, but he could swing it one-handed into the shoulder of the weighty cat.

	“Git! Git!” Golding shouted between bouts of clenching his jaw. The only thing that saved him from severe and lasting damage was the thick canvas strap of his pack. “Git!” The thumb of his left hand found the cougar’s left eye and Golding forced pressure against that stiff grape. 

	That worked to get the cat off, and as the cougar bounced in reverse, it kicked its hind legs in a spinning drift until it faced Golding anew. It leapt again and Golding brought the shovel up in time for flesh to tear as it raked across the steel point and the cougar brought its weight down, spearing its chest, freeing a gout of blood. It whined at Golding and rolled off.

	“Well, come on then!” Golding screamed, terrified, hurt, a little crazed himself.

	Blood gushed so heavily it momentarily conquered all other scents in the forest, and the cougar’s pelt glistened as it tried to run, but was fading fast. It teetered and tipped twice before falling over. It began trying to push and drag itself into the long grass, but wasn’t doing well. It huffed heavy breaths and then stared vacantly. Gone.

	Guilt slammed into Golding just as stiffly as the cougar had. “Damn. Why’d you make me?” he said, his face scrunched in the kind of additional anxiety he really didn’t need right now. He huffed out a breath, looked across a partial clearing, and saw the incredible beast inspecting the impossible fence. It then took off and Haugland’s dog prattled from wherever it had hidden during the beast’s visitation and stood before a particular shadowy spot—it almost looked like something had been built into mess. Golding squinted and got it then. “Oh, no.” He pushed to his feet and began a brisk walk toward the wooded tendrils that appeared to have snared the Norwegian.

	—

	“Do you want me to try to cut you out?” Golding said, kneeling next to Jeger and scratching his head. The scene was not looking good.

	“These things have come through me,” Haugland said, low, pained. Sweat pebbled his forehead and agony clouded his eyes.

	“You called the cabin, before, that means you have a satellite phone?”

	Haugland forced a tiny smile. “It is in my pack. Behind me.”

	Golding reached in and gave tendrils about a foot from the man a little tug—they had no give at all. He puffed out his lips. As far as he could see, the blockade continued all the way to Dip Creek—one of three named creeks in the entire park—and followed it to the waterfall, but he couldn’t be sure until he checked it out.

	“The beast cannot see well. It has wounds.”

	Golding frowned. What could any of this matter? He was going to get the hell out of there and get help. Big help. Army gun help. Or at the very least, scientists with tranquilizers help. 

	“I’m going to get out of here and figure out how to get you down safely,” he said, knowing damned well there simply wasn’t any logical way this man would survive this particular ordeal. 

	“I do not think so. A squirrel was knocked off.”

	“What?”

	Haugland swallowed. “A squirrel.”

	“Yeah?”

	“It tried to go over.”

	“What knocked it off?”

	Haugland began coughing, spattering blood all over his chest and the empty papoose. “The vines. This blockade is…more than appearances.”

	Golding frowned and then put his hand on the wooded wall again—the tendrils were wrapped together so tightly it was almost impossible to see through to the other side—and pulled himself up. He got both boots in and climbed without much trouble at all, but once he touched the very top, it was as if hands punched at his chest and what he’d gripped shifted and disappeared, leaving behind absences. He landed with a thump and Jeger began barking at the fence anew.

	“Jeger—” Haugland began coughing again.

	The dog quieted and Golding quickly rolled off his pack. “Sorry, boy,” he whispered and sat up. “Why is this happening?”

	Footfalls crunched near and Golding spun. A filthy woman in designer hiking gear had jogged upon them and stopped to lean on her knees for breath. “We…made…a…mis…take.” She waved a thumb to communicate that she meant behind her. “We…just…me…now.”

	Golding looked at her, wondering where in the hell she came from and then looked back up to Haugland, but the man was dead, hanging with his arms spread like a demented scarecrow or an especially dramatic Jesus Christ.

	“Who the hell are you?” Golding said and worked his way to his feet. He stepped to the fence and felt along Haugland’s sides for straps. That close, Golding smelled Haugland’s last campfire.

	“Paula Gray.” After saying this, the woman paused—even with her breath back—expecting some recognition. “Paula Gray, from The Eye of the Testament ministries?” It came out like she was asking if he’d been under a rock.

	Golding got the papoose unbuckled and started yanking to free it from the fence. The rub of canvas against wood was no match for the bigger sounds of the park. In the distance, a bear growled and then the beast growled. The papoose came free.

	“Should I know you?”

	“Guess not.”

	Reluctantly, Golding unlatched his own pack and set his rifle on the ground next to the pack. He then fastened the retrieved carrier to his chest. “Come, Jeger.”

	The dog wasn’t sure at first, but cooperated after Golding repeated himself. Gray was watching him with growing concern—out in the open was not a smart place to be. Golding picked up Jeger and set him in the carrier. Another growl echoed over the landscape, this time, much, much closer.

	“We need to hide,” Gray said.

	Golding shouldered his pack and then buckled it tight. His shoulder sang painful notes from the cougar bite, but nothing debilitating. He picked up the rifle, but left it in his grasp rather than looping it inaccessibly. 

	“Yeah, that would be smart. Then you can tell me what in the hell you mean by you made a mistake.”

	Gray nodded and speed-walked behind Golding, who, thankfully, walked in the opposite direction of the roars from Behemoth. The shovel was still attached and banging gently against his hip. He looked like a Sherpa next to Gray, a hired guide to donkey her trek through the woods.

	 


15

	The shovel carved into the soft black mud twenty-five feet from the creek. Golding worked quickly and quietly as possible. The animals trapped within the supernatural fence had become frantic with panic and by Golding’s estimation, there could be at least one more cougar and up to twelve grizzly bears, and that one lost polar bear—the polar bear worried him the most, a polar bear exists firmly and without argument at the top if its food chain. There were also fishers and possibly some wolves, though the wolves typically followed herd mammals and the timing was helpful.

	“How did a boat get here?” Gray said, pointing the rifle out into the woods, moving the barrel back and forth jerkily. If something came along, she might scare it away, but it was pretty unlikely that she’d hit anything.

	“Used to be a river. It’s only a motor boat. Hopefully nothin’ else has moved in.”

	“Okay?”

	“If that thing steps—”

	“Behemoth,” Gray said. “It’s Behemoth, from the Bible.”

	Golding laughed a single strained bark. He tossed out enough dirt to reach in for the rusty handles of the engine cover at the center. Someone had taken the engine away long before Golding had been park ranger and the bottom of the boat had rotted out, but a buried hollow beneath the enclosure remained. A cougar had used it as a den about a decade earlier. After it died, the other animals remained wary and time covered it with soil.

	“So, Biblical, huh?” Golding said as a way of prodding; his laugh had silenced Gray.

	“We summoned it.”

	Golding didn’t know that he believed any of it, but did understand that something was happening well beyond his idea of comfortable reality. “Tell me exactly how this happened,” he said and then knelt before the opening and began prying open the steel doors with the tip of his shovel when the handles proved currently ineffectual.

	“Kenneth Dealand found the spot over there,” Gray pointed, “and it matched his study of these Old Testament rituals he’d decoded. It’s a spot with a cross carved into the stone floor and it had six monoliths.”

	“Had? They disappear, fall over?”

	“When Behemoth rose at the use of God’s words, they toppled.”

	“How do you know it was God? No offense, but there’s never been any Christians living in these woods.”

	Gray was about to agree when the door squeaked and then opened, though did so roughly, and Jeger whimpered at the noise. A roar played through the trees and Golding paused. It sounded as if Behemoth was a good distance away, shouting and smashing rocks together. Golding leaned into the space with a penlight he kept on his keychain. Dirty, with the old bones and feathers of an owl, but otherwise spick and span. 

	“Doesn’t matter. The planet is older than its inhabitants and the site could be on a future map. It simply fit with whatever Dealand had found.”

	“But it got him.”

	“Yes.”

	“Okay, leave the rifle outside and slide on in there,” Golding said. He leaned away and let Gray crawl inside. “Go back. You summoned Behemoth and then, what? The wall just appeared?”

	Gray cringed at the question. “We summoned that, too.”

	“Not on purpose.”

	“No.”

	“Did this Dealand have a pick-up coming or a sat phone?”

	Gray got cozy, pushing herself tight to one end, thinking Golding was joining her. “Behemoth smashed it. We found the second ritual in the loose pages of his Bible, trying to protect ourselves.”

	“Okay.” Golding unbuckled Jeger and handed him inside. He then gave the keychain to Gray. “Stay put. I’m going to close this, I’ll be back. Better have this, too.” He unfastened the knife from his beltline and handed it in—pretty useless against most things, but better to have something than to have nothing.

	“Where are you going?” Gray’s expression and tone turned to fear as she looked at the knife.

	“Look for a way out. If I can’t find one, look for that Bible, I guess. You stay here and look after the dog.”

	“How long will you be?”

	“Depends how far this fence stretches.”

	“Okay.”

	“Yeah, so stay put,” Golding said and forced the doors closed. 

	He straightened, lifted the shovel and then shouldered the rifle. He would worry about an exit just as soon as he completed what he came to do. He wasn’t totally convinced he’d get another chance, not totally convinced he’d live another day, and maybe that was fine. Maybe the woman could get out and take Jeger with her even if he wasn’t the one to guide her.

	Golding began a low jog, scanning the world around him for activity that might jump out and bite him. He knew the woods and he knew the animals when things were normal, but with the change in terrain came a change in the animals. Corner anything and it was bound to put up a fight. Corner that same thing and add impossible elements and who knew what might happen.

	The sky overhead had reached a smoky pale afternoon and Golding wished upon some stars he could not see that it wouldn’t rain until after he finished what he had to, or wouldn’t rain at all, but that seemed like asking a lot. 

	“How come your favorite spot wasn’t somewhere less holy?” he whispered to his shoulder.

	A grizzly bear had begun scaling the fence and Golding got low and watched from a distance—not a safe distance, a grizzly bear topped out at about thirty-five MPH, while a human topped out at about twenty-seven MPH, and Golding wasn’t anywhere near the fastest end of the speed scale. The bear got as far as Golding had and was rebutted by unseen hands. It rolled and huffed, but returned to the fence for another go. Once the bear had focused fully elsewhere, Golding broke into a run and continued on toward Aglignaktuk Point.

	Behemoth sent a tree down with one of those tremendous cracks that had become a new normal about a quarter-mile away and Golding frowned. This was like no animal he’d ever seen, Behemoth was more like a human child, destroying for the fun of it. Odd. Odd. Odd. 

	The steep, grassy slope of the Point came into view, but so did Behemoth. Golding slinked behind an elder spruce—probably more than three hundred years old, but a similar size to what Behemoth had been destroying—and observed. The beast had walked to the middle of the hillside entryway and flopped onto its side. Its eyes closed and Golding leaned his forehead against the tree.

	“Sonofabitching thing,” he hissed and turned away. No way could he risk it.

	He hurried to the fence at the creek and every once in a while gave it a shove. The manner in which the woody tendrils had sprouted from the dirt was incredible, but how deep did they go? He stopped, looked around—trees, trees, and more trees—and set the rifle on the ground. The shovel went into the soft soil and luck had him pick a spot with no major rock obstructions. He got down three feet and then four, five; the roots matched him, not as quickly, but there’d be no way to get far enough ahead. Once he stopped, he watched the cleared space. The ropey motion twisted and tined deeper.

	Sweaty and more than a little exhausted—he hadn’t taken off his pack for this particular effort—he sat heavily on the ground. As he caught his breath, to his right, a bit of dirt popped about six inches inside of the fence. Ten seconds later, to his left, the same thing happened. Over and over, dirt and stones popped just within the fence line.

	“Come on,” he said, when he saw the first fresh new tendril. More pops, more tendrils, the fence was closing in. Distantly, a bear growled and Golding got to his feet. He had to find the beginning, maybe there was some kind of magic gate; whatever might be available, he had to find it soon. 

	His jog was slow and labored, but it was steady once he found his rhythm. He climbed down the spatter-slick natural steps next to the waterfall and once down, returned to the fence. Now and then, he jabbed at the growth, but found zero give, none, and once, the fence seemed to try for his shovel, as if to steal it and swallow it up as it had started on the Norwegian. Golding exhaled a deep, unhappy breath when he recognized how tight Behemoth’s playground had become and just how tight it might get soon. The fence ran just behind the knoll where the monoliths lay on their sides and the ravished land surrounding the stone platform. The mess was incredible.

	“There you are,” he said, spotting the book not so far away, amongst the natural rubble and near a sadly green felled tree. And not far from the book was a long knife half out of its sheath. He set down the rifle for a moment and grabbed the knife as he would any valuable thing discarded in the woods and scooped up the book, ready for it to pulse or thrum with energy, but it was simply paper sandwiched between faux leather covers. The knife went into his left pocket and the Bible got stuffed into one of his back pockets.

	What got him moving again was the popping of the dirt. It took another hour of paranoid walking to come back to Bjorn Haugland’s corpse, and Golding had understood correctly: the fence was taking more land. The tendrils had separated meat from bone where they’d passed through the man. His form was beneath so much wood, he’d nearly disappeared. Golding didn’t want to look anymore and was certain the fence wasn’t going to give him any breaks, so he started back to the Point. The literal and figurative weight of Hunter on his back made everything harder—harder to move, harder to think.

	Behemoth was gone, but wasn’t making enough noise that Golding could pinpoint a location nor proximate a location. Still. 

	“Here’s our window,” Golding said and sprinted up the clearing, his breath ragged and his muscles sizzling. He’d already burned all the energy reserves in the stress and effort of the last few days, but he got there on mystery fumes. 

	The hole he’d begun was as it had been and Golding started digging anew. The trick with a forest burial was to go very deep; any old scavenger might catch a scent otherwise and make a meal of the deceased. He didn’t dare risk cutting a corner simply because he was tired.

	Two feet. Three feet. Four. After climbing down into the hole to unearth a pesky boulder and then roll it over the side, Golding figured he’d gone far enough. He was streaked with dirt and sweat. His arms were shaking with fatigue. The pressure of it all was getting to him.

	“Am I going to wake up?” he asked as he finally unslung his pack, and set it next to him. “How about you come back to life and sniff us a way out of this mess?” 

	He opened the pack and fought the urge to turn away from the budding gamey ripeness of Hunter. The dog’s eyes were cloudy and any stiffening that had occurred before had now evaporated. Hunter’s jaw yawned and his tongue lolled as Golding slipped the dog free of the bag in a final hug. He removed the garbage bag and set it at the bottom of the hole. 

	“This is it.” Golding took a deep breath and felt a hint of that moist weight behind his eyes. “Hunter, you were the best boy.” As he looked at that face, he realized that he couldn’t cover him directly with dirt. He unzipped the front pocket of the pack and dug around until he had the rolled up rain cover. The elastic came off and he blanketed all but Hunter’s head. On his hands and knees, he gave the dog one last head scratch and pulled the rain cover the rest of the way up. “Goodbye,” he whispered. He steadied his chin, clenched his teeth, and began pulling the dirt back into the hole with his hands. This took little time. Dirt mounded and patted smooth with his palms, Golding withdrew the knife and cut a rectangle of sod away just above and placed the grave marker in the space. 

	That was it, but now what? Golding sat back and finally looked around in a way that he saw his predicament, saw the layered trouble, and saw Behemoth not forty feet from where he sat, coming up the hill, sniffing at everything.
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	Gray bent forward on her knees with her hands together, mumbling prayers under her breath. She hadn’t prayed so hard since childhood, and probably had never prayed for anything close to the personal importance of her survival. Jeger lay on his belly next to her—she’d scolded him for licking her hands when she was trying to focus and he’d left her alone.

	“God, please. We made a mistake and followed a deranged man,” Gray said, and even as she said it, she wondered if Dealand was by God’s side. She kind of doubted it. It then hit her that she might not get to God’s side either. It had been convenient and easy to ignore what the Good Book said about wealth and greed. “Forgive me. I am a sinner. Forgive me.”

	As these words left her mouth, a scratching began to play against the rear side of the boat’s hull. Dirt crumbled and rolled into the space and Gray steeled herself for a rat or mole or possibly some nasty bug. She took the knife from its canvas sheath and held it like it was a pirate dagger. A cylindrical opening formed and she bent closer, shining the ever-dulling pen light into the hole. Something small was wiggling gently in there, as if pulling itself toward the light like a hungry plant. 

	“No,” she said, disbelieving. They were at least ten yards from the fence, it couldn’t be that. The knife would just make the hole bigger, so she took the key on the chain and jammed it in the hole. The dirt cracked and crumbled directly around it and as she pulled the key free, the tip of a green tendril fired out and circled her wrist. It yanked her hand and, in surprise and offense, she said, “Dammit, let me go!” 

	A second tendril fired out and punched a hole through the rusty steel of the bottom of the boat. It coiled around Gray’s other wrist. The knife was ineffectual on the dirt floor. She put her feet against the wall of the former cougar den and pushed, but the tendrils refused her. A third slammed at the steel, bending a mini-mountaintop into their space, but not quite breaking through.

	Jeger began barking, his little voice echoing violently around the space as Gray grunted and whined. Tears spilled over her dirty cheeks and into the two shirts she wore. The third tendril slammed into the steel again, paling it as it bent inward. Gray kicked at the wall, trying for space, sending the pen light skittering on its keychain, strobing the place with frantic light. The third tendril punched again, this time through the steel, sending green and red flakes and dust about the room in a blizzard of deterioration. The tendril kept on coming, launching into the space and coiling around Gray’s throat. It yanked as it tightened and slammed her hard enough to crunch, Rorschaching a blood butterfly against the steel wall.

	Jeger ceased barking and slunk to the furthest crevice. A fourth tendril played through the dirt and seemed to feel around the floor. The first three continued slamming Gray until the steel crunched open into a wide mouth. The forth tendril touched Jeger’s foot and the dog danced his paws to avoid further contact. Gray was pulled through the dirt so far that only her legs remained beneath the boat. The tendrils spiraled her thighs and then calves before they slipped through her flesh. Tightness around her, arms pinched above her head—the sum muffled her screams as she swallowed mouthfuls of dirt and her legs swam out behind her, slamming into the sliding engine compartment doors that had acted as an entryway. 

	One door bent out and Jeger crept to it and gave it a shove with his little face, but got no more than the tip of his nose free. He whimpered and whined, digging ineffectually at the steel frame beneath the spot of freedom he’d claimed.
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	Golding flattened himself and felt around his side for the rifle as he eyed Behemoth. A .338 did some damage to the biggest natural predators in the park, but this thing was huge, at least quadruple the size of an average grizzly bear—probably close to two adult elephants when girth and muscle mass came into account. 

	Behemoth made its sniffing face and started, a bit waywardly, along the path Golding had taken. Even moving methodically, the beast had a quick step and it gained too damned much every second. If Golding got up to run, Behemoth would see him and easily catch him.

	“Okay,” he said after an instantaneous inner argument waged a war and the offensive mind claimed victory. He lined the sights at the beast’s forehead and then eye. It had smashed countless trees and boulders with its head; what was a bullet going to do from thirty feet away? He might get lucky, sure, but this wasn’t a zombie show or some action hero flick. Most likely, he’d piss the thing off, do little harm, and then get run over. He tapped the trigger guard and said, “Okay,” again, lowering his aim to the beast’s knees. And then he settled for the right knee.

	Behemoth lifted his head as if it heard Golding, so Golding wasted no time. He fired and the shot burst into the meaty target. The blood showing as a result was dissatisfying. Behemoth jumped sideways and leaned away from the pain. Golding yanked the bolt, popped home a new round, and aimed for that small bloody spot. He nailed close enough to it to claim a red zone hit and repeated himself three more times with three more shots. Behemoth roared with the kind of violence only found in Biblical stories and started limping in Golding’s direction.

	“I’ll come back if I can, boy,” Golding said and pushed to his feet. Without other consideration, he decided his best bet was to run down the hill, even if that meant skirting a psychotic beast. So that’s what he did. At times, he felt as if he was flying, his feet missing the occasional step with airborne momentum. As he was about to pass Behemoth with about ten feet room, the beast leapt at him, snapping his great jaws. Golding kicked for a wider route and lost his footing. He began rolling and bouncing. The rifle slipped from his hands—he’d left the shovel at the gravesite. Suddenly he was flying down the hill like he was on Cooper’s Hill, chasing down nine pounds of double Gloucester cheese. His teeth snapped together and two molars cracked. His arms swung and his knees thumped. Behind him, Behemoth was coming in hot. Just before reaching the bottom, Golding struck his head on a protruding stone and was instantly put unconscious. He rolled six more revolutions before coming to rest in the mud beneath a massive patch of skunk cabbage. 

	The yellow bells cracked and the innards of the smelly plant coated Golding from top to bottom. He lay unconscious, unknowing that Behemoth limped close by and sniffed once before turning away in disgust and starting a circular route, following its nose, looking for where Golding had gone.

	—

	 Golding awoke to the moon overhead and pain trying to split his skull. He moved slowly in rising. Behemoth lay on its side, snoring. It was impossibly close and Golding tried to make sense of the fact he was alive, and then took note of the stink. He reeked very much like a skunk’s spray. 

	“He couldn’t find me,” he whispered, too sore and too in awe to keep the words inside his head. Behemoth snorted once and Golding got low, into a crouch. One hand went to his head and the other to his hip. The knife remained in his pocket but had dug in painfully during his tumble. His ass was a bit sore, but probably less so thanks to the Bible. “Jeger,” he mouthed then, thinking of the woman in the hole with Haugland’s dog.

	He withdrew the knife and removed the sheath. The sheath returned to his pocket and the blade began clearing the stinking weeds. Once he had an armload, he began creeping in reverse. Thankfully, the moon had come out and played a spotlight between some of the less densely foliaged trees. Behemoth stirred and its breathing slowed. Golding stopped moving and dropped to sit on the heel of his left foot, his right knee pressed into the muddy soil, keeping his balance. The beast pushed to its feet, groaning as it limped toward Golding, sniffing rapidly and steadily. Golding had no defense but to close his eyes and hope for the best. The beast’s nose—crusty with blood and dirt—came close enough to touch. It took a great inhale and the bells of the skunk cabbage bent, vacuuming into one of the nostrils. That did something to Behemoth. It sneezed and bucked away, almost falling when it put too much weight on the bad leg. 

	Golding opened his eyes. Mucous dripped from his ear and chin, ran down his cheek, but he was alive and had discovered a totally functional cloaking device. All he had to do now was get to the woman so she could locate the anti-ritual in the old Bible while they headed for the sacred site.

	—

	Dirt popped in dusty bursts all around him and the fence had crept in far enough that it touched the steel doors of the flipped motorboat. “Damn,” Golding said, and then, “Lady?”

	Jeger whined and sniffed at the cracked door. Golding knelt, setting aside the weeds he’d collected, and felt amidst the shadows of the motor compartment. The roots or vines or whatever the hell they were had taken over the space he’d deemed safe for the woman and the dog and that felt like another failure. Jeger’s whimpering sent a dagger through Golding’s chest. Hunter had whimpered during storms, especially during the odd thunderstorm they got up there. Whimpered just like Jeger whimpered now.

	“Hold on. I’ll get you out. You in there, lady?” 

	Golding thought if she wasn’t, and had left Jeger like that, he might just feed her to Behemoth. He put his feet against the door and grabbed with both hands, bending the already bent steel. Jeger backed up and waited, dancing his little paws against the dirt and woody tendrils that had encroached and then encircled him. 

	“Lady, are you in there?” 

	Golding got the door wide enough and leaned away a second. Jeger broke free and streaked into the moonlight. He had blood on his fur and a gash cut into his shoulder. Golding blinked at this. Dead humans were one thing, but to hurt a dog, a little dog? 

	“Lady, you in there?” 

	He stretched on his belly and reached inside the space. It felt like reaching into a cedar bush, right until he found a boot. Then a leg. A cold, cold leg. He sat back and sighed. The moon had cast enough light, though intermittently, throughout the forest to reveal the fence was indeed still creeping. Not only that, it had sped up, maybe to a pace beyond creeping.

	Golding put his fingers to his forehead and shook. “What the hell do I do?” 

	He looked at Jeger and then reached out. The dog bounded away, but Golding held out his hand and let the dog sniff and then lick his fingers. Jeger jerked away from the scent, or perhaps the taste, but was apparently good with Golding. 

	“You’re not going to like this, but it has to be done.”

	Golding reached out and a tendril popped up from the dirt just beneath his hand, and he had to jerk away from it. The dog growled. Golding got to his feet and carted the weeds a little further away from the encroaching fence line.

	“Okay, let’s make you stinky,” he said to the dog.

	Jeger whined, but behaved, as Golding rubbed the plants on him.
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	Golding picked up Jeger and held him with one arm and the skunk cabbage in the other. The dog wriggled and kicked at first, but Golding gave him a business voice and the dog calmed down.

	“Your pal Bjorn trained you well, huh,” he whispered.

	The plan had been to loop around to the site where they’d performed the ritual and look for clues in the Bible—the site would be the only place with totally clear moonlight aside from Aglignaktuk Point, and he wasn’t about to cross Behemoth again, if he could help it. While man and dog moved, man noticed a troubling progression. The dirt had begun popping tendrils of hungry growth faster by the minute. By morning, all that remained would be the Point, though Golding had an idea that perhaps that wasn’t quite right, and he proved it shortly after he climbed down by the waterfall and rounded the fence line toward the ritual site.

	It hadn’t grown there, as if forcing him and, eventually, Behemoth into a tight space. Like a ring, a coliseum arena where gladiator was devoured by beast. For the first time since Haugland stopped him and showed him the impossible scene, Golding came to wonder if this wasn’t being manipulated. 

	By God?

	By Satan?

	By whom?

	Golding didn’t believe in Satan and considered God most likely to be the oldest cluster of atoms and not a prodding overseer with a need for constant praise. If those two options were struck out, then whom did that leave? 

	Did it matter?

	“What do you think, somebody playing at something?” Golding said and began searching the already ransacked packs for something that might help him. He didn’t find much, but he did cut away four straps to tie together as a dog leash. “Sorry, going to need free hands here,” he said after driving a sharpened branch into the ground, in order to tie-off the makeshift leash. 

	Slamming the pointed branch, that stake, into the ground gave him an idea. 

	A few hundred miles east and just as many more south, many of the rangers had problems with boars the size of Volkswagen Beetles. The easiest and most effective route to do away with them had been to go simple, almost primitive: locate the pack’s typical trail, dig a pit to fill with stakes, and cover it with leaves. Behemoth had made a mess of the dirt and grass, so there was no need to dig, and the thing could hardly see, so there was no need to cover. He pulled out the expensive and fantastically sharp knife he’d found amongst the littering of death, and got to work making painful traps—which seemed smarter than relying on a big old book that he knew nothing about. 

	Jeger lay on his belly, intermittently licking at his wound and trying to sleep. The air was chilly, but not too bad. Golding had worked up a sweat and by the time he’d secreted twenty-seven three to four-foot very thick spears, sharp side up, driven deep into the dirt, he was certain he needed a better plan. 

	He imagined stripping bark and fashioning a long and sturdy tripwire—used to actually trip Behemoth—but he was certain he didn’t have time for that, nor the strength and energy combination. As he stood pondering the possibilities—or lack thereof—a massive white form lumbered from the shadows and began running.

	“Oh,” Golding said and spun, despite that he assumed polar bears were as quick as grizzlies—though they’re not. The bear growled and panted. Just behind the bear, Behemoth roared that bone-vibrating cry and it hit Golding that he might not actually need to be in this race. He veered off without looking and jumped over a dip in the earth. He landed where the creek had started to rise thanks to the steadily growing fence acting as a dam. The water was cold and awakening.

	He watched from his belly as the polar bear narrowly missed one of the spears right before the same spear drove into the crack of Behemoth’s left front hoof. The beast wailed and Jeger began barking. The beast turned its attention as it lifted its foot, leaving behind the bloodied spear.

	“Jeger! Quiet!” Golding shouted.

	Behemoth turned to him and sniffed. Golding waited. Behemoth didn’t.

	He got it then. The creek water had washed him enough to permit his natural odor to bloom above the floral stink. “Soneofabitching thing,” he said and hopped to his feet. 

	Everything hurt and everything burned, but he ran as fast as he could, aiming for his booby-traps. The first one was a miss and Behemoth was suddenly close enough that Golding’s hair blew in the breeze of meat-stinking exhaled breath. The second caused Behemoth to stumble as it found the divot but not the stake. It ultimately stayed upright, though it gave Golding an additional half-second of space. By the third, Golding was nearing the rock face and quickly running out of real estate and he was going too hard to choose left or right for a new plan, but Behemoth’s cry directly behind him told him what he needed to know. 

	Bullseye.

	Thinking the dog still reeked like skunk cabbage and that if he shut up, he’d probably be fine, Golding reached the multi-levelled platforms up to the Point and began climbing. Behemoth was growling and screaming in pain. The stake portion of the spear remained in the beast’s hoof, and this alone gave Golding enough time to reach the third tier up to the top and dig into the mossy stone for a good enough grip to rise.

	Behemoth wasn’t through and leapt the first, second, and then third tiers just as Golding reached the top and pulled out the knife. The beast was right there, roaring. No plan at all, he spun and stabbed the knife into Behemoth’s useless left eyeball. It was enough to send the beast into a freefall; unfortunately, it took Golding with it and together they thumped to the hard ground. Golding held tight to the knife with his right hand even as the knock dislocated his left elbow. He wailed and Behemoth wailed.

	Behemoth began snapping blindly, perfectly in line with where Golding had landed. Despite the pain, the man rolled away from the encroaching jaws and teeth. He kept going and came into contact with the unforgivingly solid rock face, and then slipped down into the crevice. The pinch of his elbow being bumped back into place gave the pain wings and it soared as high as every eagle, ever.

	The snapping continued and Behemoth’s slobber rained down on Golding and he gasped for breath through the thick drainage. He tried to force himself away from Behemoth, but the gap was too small. Heading the opposite direction from Behemoth’s mouth was nearly impossible, but it had to be done. Behemoth sniffed and snorted, zeroed in on Golding and ignored its injuries enough to slam its fore-hooves against the stone, chipping away hunks and chunks. Golding tried to move and simply couldn’t get anywhere. The bloody hooves were slamming stone into dust mere inches from his face. He wailed absently, terrified, begging the universe for some kind of savior.

	Something big, furry, white, and out of place answered the cry. The polar bear leapt and scratched at Behemoth. Behemoth wailed as a fin of flesh opened on its side. It spun and lashed out at the white bear, sending it tumbling with an audible pop that sent the polar bear streaking away. 

	Golding remained below until he recognized some distance between himself and the roaring Behemoth. The beast had switched menu items and was looking upward. By the time Golding breached the surface, the polar bear was halfway up a tree and Behemoth was about to bulldoze that very tree down.

	All around them, the tendrils of the fence were growing faster, reaching two knowing fingers onto everything but the ritual platform. This gave Golding very little time. With sprinting impossible, he ambled, grunting and groaning with each step as he tried to reach his cache of skunk cabbage.

	Jeger was biting and tugging on his leash, stamping his little boots in excitement as the tendrils crept on him. Golding had no time to consider the dog and the dog had only time to consider himself, and it was not as if the human would get upset about a ditched leash in this dire situation anyway. The little dog got the knot open and hopped in reverse, staying near the moving fence so as to bark it back—though that was hardly working.

	The tree with the polar bear playing off-season Christmas ornament fell with an intense crack that made everything smell like hot sawdust. The polar bear groaned, Behemoth grunted, and an owl swooped in despite the weight class difference, and screeched. It raked claws over Behemoth’s head much faster than the beast’s mouth could snap. It roared again after missing and Golding had an idea that Behemoth had had a better time with the televangelists than he was having with these late game subs. 

	And perhaps that hint of cockiness slowed him down.

	Golding scooped up the weeds and backpedalled from the reaching fence. He turned then to check Behemoth’s whereabouts and found the beast right there, mouth stretching and stubby neck extended.

	“Oh,” Golding said and swung his knife up.
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	Blood rained and Behemoth wailed again, spewing Golding from its mouth. The knife remained lodged in the beast’s gum. The blade had cut a root structure that had once kept six teeth in place—two of which spilled out when Behemoth expelled Golding—but now was useless.

	Behemoth shook and grunted. It limped forward, following its nose and ears. Jeger broke from the fence when he saw Golding sprawled and not moving at the center of the stone platform. The dog began licking Golding’s face, but bolted the moment Behemoth bent down and took the man into its mouth once again. It bit.

	Golding awoke at fresh pain in his left arm as Behemoth’s jaw made that first revolution. Slick with saliva and blood, Golding tried to free himself with one hand while kicking his feet into the back of the beast’s throat. Behemoth gagged once, but rotated Golding with its enormous tongue. Golding washing-machined around but stopped at the touch of something hard and out of place. He reached and felt the handle of the knife. It had bumped his shin. He grabbed hold as his body wailed at the pain of his motion and pulled forward. Behemoth roared again, but this time did not spit, instead tilted its head back, trying to swallow.

	Golding felt the floor depart and he stabbed downward with the blade. The blade tore the flesh at the bottom of Behemoth’s mouth and at the back of its throat; slicing flappy wet lips. As he slid lower, the knife continued parting flesh until it hooked against bone. Golding began kicking all those soft things he could reach while he clung to the knife. The world around him had gone total dark and the temperature had risen to near-boiling. Everything became a target of his panic and Golding was going hard.

	Behemoth coughed and gagged like a cat with a furball, trying to keep its well-earned meal down, but in shifting its neck, it gave Golding an opportunity. Even as his feet splashed in the beast’s stomach acid, Golding yanked back the knife and began cutting the walls to his left and then his right, spinning in the splash of blood and acid like a maniac. Behemoth roared and groaned, but went to its side in agony. Golding flopped with it, but focused heavy on a target. 

	Jeger barked, bouncing around, testing how close he could get to the fallen beast. Golding sliced, sliced, sliced and the hot flesh began peeling and oozing ever hotter blood, but this time that blood was glorious. Golding felt his way between ribs and made his final great slice. He gasped a free man’s breath and rolled to his knees on the platform.

	Jeger was on him immediately, licking his face and ears. Golding tried to rise, but was too tired, too pained, too damned relieved. He closed his eyes and assumed he must’ve accidentally slept; the light above was midday bright. He squinted. Something was off. The light was blue, not yellow, and it came from a spotlight, not the sun. This gave him the necessary energy to rise and he stumbled to his feet, shaking the injury of the beast’s bite in his arm, and this too acted as a slap in the face. Jeger began barking and that was okay because it meant at least one of them wasn’t struck dumb by the image.

	Stretching for close to a mile overhead was an undercarriage of a black vessel, dotted with blue lights; mechanical, but not of this world. A bubbling, oozing sound drew Golding’s eyes downward; Behemoth was melting, becoming a black soup. The sound became everything in the world. That black soup…the fence rained that fluid up into the vessel as it melted away. More blue lights lit and targeted and straightened the monoliths, lifting them like dominoes. The black ooze became an overturned funnel above Behemoth and spun up into the spacecraft. 

	Finally, when all the motions ceased and the spotlights dimmed, Golding had the mental capacity to say, “What in the fuck?” 

	No answer came. No God voice came down from the sky. The craft became invisible in a blink and then less than a second later, a cutting wash of blue light evaporated like astronomical gold dust upon the distant skyline. 

	Golding looked around. Though they’d righted the monoliths and retrieved their Behemoth, the park was in ruins. Still he was alive and so was this dog. Jeger wagged his tail and Golding bent to grab the leash he’d fashioned.
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	They got to walking, but took a necessary break once they reached Haugland’s corpse. Golding ate some kind of homemade oatmeal mix as well as a chunk of chocolate from the now freed pack, while Jeger ate more biscuits than he’d probably need in fifty sittings.

	“Well, come on. We better tell somebody.”

	Golding and Jeger stopped briefly at the cabin, but hit the road before sunup. Dr. Lutz was surprised to see him. He gave the abbreviated version and explained that he had to head to the hospital.

	“So you’re keeping this fella?” she said.

	“Guess so,” Golding said and eased himself back into the Jeep. He made one last stop in Night Lake to explain the bear attack and the dead bodies he had no answer for, and that he suspected there were missing individuals, given the number of packs.

	“Holy cow, man. Let me call you an ambulance,” Sheriff Gail Kendricks said.

	Golding waved her off.

	—

	After surgery, Golding awoke squinting at the bright lights of his hospital room and turned to find a printed sheet of paper on the bedside table next to him. A little stoned and a lot groggy, he picked it up. He blinked wide and fast four times before his eyes figured out what this was.

	Dr. Lutz had sent the report on Jeger. The pooch was all good; needed one stich and they’d start a week of antibiotics as a preventative measure, just in case. At the bottom, she’d scrolled, rather serendipitous that you’re the one to take over companionship of a dog named Jeger (or as we say in English, HUNTER! did you know that?), isn’t it?

	Golding frowned, he hadn’t known that. What a strange, strange world.

	—

	 Jeger took over all Hunter’s spots in the cabin and in the Jeep without any fuss at all. Once Golding had his legs under him again and all the police had gone, he and Jeger started off to Aglignaktuk Point.

	The sun was high, but the air was crisp with the impending winter. Golding sat next to Hunter’s grave and put a hand over the mounded dirt—a little less mounded now, thanks to settling time. 

	“Jeger, this is Hunter. Hunter, this is Jeger.”

	Jeger sidestepped the mound as if he might understand that space was sacred, but reached across to lick Golding’s hand.

	“Hunter was a good boy, just like you’re a good boy.”

	They spent the afternoon with Hunter by their sides. Playing fetch. Talking to the dirt. Barking at birds. Moving on.

	 

	 

	Contents

	BEHEMOTH RISEN

	1

	2

	3

	4

	5

	6

	7

	8

	9

	10

	11

	12

	13

	14

	15

	16

	17

	18

	19

	20

	

	 


cover_image.jpg
Eddie Generous





