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	1911

	“Hold your hands out, almost as if pleading,” Auguste Mebazza said to the young woman standing tall above three men and three other women, all of whom were playing dead on the rough wooden floor. “Yes, that’s it. Perfect. Hold it for as long as you can.” Auguste worked quickly, stroking the canvas with the kind of sweeping confidence afforded only to masters…or perhaps those who’ve put in the necessary hours to proclaim mastery.

	His models worked for food and educations, as it was obvious to all, great painter or not, Auguste had very little money. For six minutes the woman with her hands out managed to keep from moving more than twitching, but the typical ache invaded, and she had to let her arms drop. 

	Auguste expected nothing more than the effort he received from his models. And still, he wished they could hold poses forever, or at least until he could paint no more. 

	He looked up from his canvas and sighed. Minutes, hours, days, weeks, months, years, it all moved far too quickly for what he hoped to accomplish. He turned the scuffed brass pocket watch set on the lip of the easel and shrugged. “Shall we take another education break, hmm?” he said. “I’ve also just received a payment from Mr. and Mrs. Manor; if anyone would like a cup of coffee or some bread with jam, or both, I’m currently flush. Mrs. Manor makes a fine jam, almost fine enough that I don’t notice they’d promised half my portrait fee in money and still they pay solely in food stuffs.”

	His subjects/pupils hardly spoke outside lessons. Auguste guessed they’d learned to keep quiet around people seen as authorities. He wished they’d trust him more—which they usually did once they took his lessons into the real world—but he understood why each new batch remained leery of him.

	The men and women followed Auguste into his kitchen, the women eager to help, the men trying to keep from looking lazy as they awaited their food and drinks. The women cut the bread, spread the jam, and readied the cups while Auguste filled the huge black pot on his stove with water. From the floor, he picked up one of two coffee sacks. Auguste peeked inside to be sure he had grabbed the coffee he’d pre-emptively ground—he did—then stood in wait, watching as the water heated to a boil. Once ready, he dumped the coffee directly into the water and began stirring. That done, he fitted the lid in place, made sure the mesh over the spout was tight, then sat on the edge of the table, waiting.

	“Go on, if you like,” Auguste said, waving for the men and women to begin eating. None moved. “All right, all right.” From one of the plates, he picked up a piece of bread wearing a smeary wave of shiny red jam and took a bite.

	The men looked at one another, then followed suit. The women were slower to join, but they did. This group had only been to his home twice before and were yet reacting to him like skittish scaredy cats. 

	One of the women rushed to beat Auguste to the coffee pot, but he gently hipped her away. “You are my guests,” he said, his tone soothing.

	Once each little cup was full, he offered sugar and dehydrated milk. None accepted any, but he knew they would eventually. The coffee he managed to acquire way up there in the sticks resembled very little of the coffee he’d had during his years studying his craft at École des Beaux-Arts, in Paris, or the five years following at work across Europe. There were a handful of things he missed—the restaurants, bathroom amenities, the women, mostly—and coffee was fairly high on that list.

	After forcing more bread and jam onto the men and women, he led them back into the studio where they sat at a table with bits of chalk in hands, which hovered over cracked and dusty school slates. Auguste stood at the chunk of blackboard he’d scored from a school after painting the headmaster’s portrait some four or five years prior—time was so, so fluid out there, away from most of civilization.

	“Since we have the alphabet pretty well nailed down, let us put it into play.” Auguste quickly drew an apple on the chalkboard. “This is an apple…”

	For thirty minutes, he worked through the mechanics of the word apple, then ball, and was about to try something a little harder—coffee—when he decided to break to do more painting. None argued and were pliable as soft clay as he worked them into position. For the following four hours, the group switched from posing, to learning, to posing, to snacking, to learning, to posing, and, finally, to saying goodbye. 

	The subjects/pupils stepped away on foot around four and Auguste returned to the painting, not exactly working on it, though not not working on it. It would be a dreary piece once it was finished, but he thought it might just sell for a bit of money. The paintings he’d done with other local subjects had been trending in the right direction, and this one felt like the most impactful. The agony of the topics, the inhumanity of what had happened to the subjects and what was still happening yet, the dreariness of the black, browns, and greys he primarily used, and the small splashes of vibrant purple that signified hope and the pursuit of correcting society’s endless follies, it was all coming together like pieces to a symphony. Of course, he thought that nearly every time he was working on his art—he considered portraits and murals done on commission to be his bread, rather than his art.

	By six, he’d given up studying his work and made for the kitchen to reheat the pot of stew that had been sitting on his stovetop for the last four days. He’d learned quickly out there that if he wanted his food to keep just a little bit longer—giving him more time to work and think about work—he’d simply need to forego adding meat. As a flavor substitute, he used elk and deer bones, leaving them to sit in the broth until they were all that remained.

	He scooped the final spoonful when a knock pounded against his door. He forewent his meal for now, feeling only minor irritation.

	“Bonjour?” he said, looking at the three strangers in rather citified attire. 

	“He’s Indian? He’s supposed to be European?” The man in the middle blurted, looking worriedly to the man on his right.

	Auguste sneered while frowning deeply. “I was born in Tunisia, a colony of France.”

	“Yes, of course.” The man on the far right extended his hand. “Hello, my name is Mervin Wallen, I’m with Anvil Industries. And these men are Theodore Gaudette and Israel Powell, and they work as Indian agents for the federal government.”

	“Yes?” Auguste said, not stepping aside as the trio must’ve assumed he would—he knew all about this kind of men and the things they demanded under the guise of asking for consideration.

	“May we step inside to speak with you a moment?” Mervin said.

	“Concerning what?” Auguste said.

	“It’s concerning the local Indians,” Israel said, his tone haughty and self-righteous.

	Auguste nodded. “Lovely people.”

	Israel clicked his tongue. 

	“May we step inside to—” Mervin began but was cut off by Auguste.

	“I’d rather not have you inside. I’m not much set up for entertaining such fine guests as yourselves.”

	“You let Indians in!” Theodore said, red-faced and pudgy, likely aching to sit.

	Auguste stiffened. “Were they Indians? I hadn’t noticed.”

	Israel put out a finger. “You, sir, ought to consider with whom you are conversing.”

	Mervin put up his hands. “Heel now, friends. This has gotten out of step. We simply want to speak about what you are doing in this house, with the Indians, when they come. Specifically, the lessons.”

	Auguste leaned inside to pluck his pipe and a tin of matches from a shelf just inside the door. He lit the already charred bowl, leaving the match to dwindle within. “What about the lessons?” he said through a small cloud of smoke.

	“Where do you get off teaching them to read!” Theodore said, his finger-wagging back into play.

	“Teaching them to read is no crime, and it certainly comes in handy for those contracts you send out for them to sign. Did you know, messieurs, that someone mistakenly sent legal documents concerning living locations, and even the rights of parentage of their children, to people who could not read them?” Auguste tapped his temple. “Let me see if I can recall the name emblazoned atop these…” He snapped his fingers. “By George, some were from the government of Canada, while others were from the Anvil Group.”

	“You meddlesome—” Theodore began.

	“Hush, if he doesn’t want us around, we shan’t stick around,” Israel said.

	Theodore wore an expression something akin to a volcano about to blow, while Mervin simply looked sad, even a bit sickly.

	“Perfect. Now, bugger off.” Auguste slammed the door on them, feeling quite high and equally mighty. Within seconds, he heard a whinny, followed by the trotting of hooves and the snapping of twigs.

	—

	Auguste awoke to the smell of smoke and the soundtrack of a blazing fire. Along the base of every wall, flames licked skyward, finding cracks, reaching for the score of flammable liquids lying about his studio. He kicked from bed, and without thought, snatched up the canvas he had on the go, as well as four more unsold paintings, and ran to the door. He pulled and yanked, emptied his hands, and tried again. Something was holding the door, holding it tightly enough that there was no budge in it at all, as if it had been screwed shut. He looked across the dim space of his kitchen to the nearest window. The shutters were closed. Still, he broke in that direction, emptyhanded now. This window didn’t budge either.

	He rushed back to the studio, holding an arm up to the incredible heat. His turpentine had obviously caught. He looked to the five windows of the room. Every shutter was closed. He understood then.

	By educating the locals, he’d signed his death warrant. 

	Without urgency, Auguste returned to the kitchen, gathered his works, and started back to the inferno that had become his studio, eyes and throat stinging more with each agonizingly slow moment that passed. 


 

	ONE

	It seemed every neck in LAX was wrenched back, eyes hard on the TVs hanging down from the ceiling. People spoke, but they spoke as if to air, rather than to any particular set of ears. Carla Moore was one of these people. It was the only time in her thirty-nine years of life that she wished the flight was delayed. That white Ford Bronco and all those cop cars, it was nothing short of mesmerizing. 

	“Now boarding, flight F-eight-oh-oh-eight-oh, non-stop to Vancouver, Canada departing terminal three, gate nine. Now boarding…” the feminine voice continued.

	Carla was no longer listening. She was up from the padded seat where she’d spent the last forty minutes, carry-on in hand, and was now heading to her gate. This was her first international trip alone. The ink had been dry on her divorce for almost a year already, but the break-up was so surprising and abrupt, she’d only now begun to reel in the part of herself that had been wandering blindly through a fog of hurt, confusion, and depression. She’d worked as a freelance artist for advertising agencies since graduating college in 1978, for the first five or so years telling herself the work was temporary, and that once settled, she’d do less for money and do more for the art. 

	Then came Bobbi and all thoughts of art were wiped from her mind. Carla, and her then husband, Blake, got busy saving what wasn’t flying out the door to cover the kid. The kid became a teenager. The teenager applied for college. The teenager paid her tuition and residence fees with money Carla and Blake had saved. The teenager became an adult, and that adult moved out. Blake moved on shortly after—he blamed Carla for his boredom and his feelings of inadequacy and loss. The magazines called it a mid-life crisis, Carla called it a bunch of bullshit—turned out Blake had been fucking his secretary most lunch hours for the last two years.

	By the time Carla reached the gate, the flight attendants were accepting boarding passes. “General or special call?” she said to another woman who stood at the back of the line.

	“General. They said it’s only half-full; hope that means we all get an empty seat next to us,” the woman said, not looking in Carla’s direction, instead watching a TV’s reflection bouncing from a large window about ten feet from where they stood.

	Carla watched as well. There he was, rolling; the Juice was still on the loose.


 

	TWO

	Paul Webster had been single for two years now since his wife left him for a man with more serious life aspirations. Paul had screamed and thrown things, threatened the new man, but ultimately changed little about his existence. Through the magnifying lens of time, he recognized that he’d been in a rut and it had been years since he’d seen upward motion with his art. Before, he’d been failing upwards, growing through the turbulence, but at some point, he started stagnating in the mediocrity and sideways—sometimes backward—motions of his career. Which was how he came to be on the road in a Greyhound bus, riding north into the thick woods.

	Three weeks earlier, on the evening of his most recent exhibition, which ended to obligatory applause and exactly two sales, he had received a call. This was at the last gallery kind enough to show a modicum of faith in his work. He had to take and make calls at galleries, or printers, or in phone booths because he simply couldn’t afford to keep a phoneline in his loft apartment—or much of anything else non-essential to his life.

	“Mr. Paul Webster?” a feminine voice said after Paul said hello.

	“Yeah?”

	“My name is Luna Schubert. In three weeks, Back Woods Lodge will open its doors to its inaugural guests, and I need an artist-in-residence for at least a month. I have the first two nine-day retreats booked more than half-full and I—”

	Paul huffed. “Who’d you ask before me? Let me guess, someone canceled on you because they had an epiphany.”

	There was silence for one, two, three seconds before Luna said, “Jocelyn Key canceled, but not for her art. She discovered a health issue that needed immediate attention.”

	“Yeah, like what? She break a nail while doodling?”

	The silence was six seconds this time. “No. Breast cancer.”

	Paul huffed again. “For fuck sakes. You been talking to my ex-wife, getting tips on how to coax the asshole out of me?”

	“No, but now that I hear your wife is an ex, it sounds as if serendipity is knocking. The first group we’re hosting is for single, divorced artists ranging in age from thirty to fifty.”

	“This like a swinger thing?” Paul said, slightly more interested in whatever she was asking of him. 

	“Uh, no. Though people are free to engage outside retreat activities however they see fit.”

	The art gallery’s manager, Posey, stepped in the doorway and put weighty eyes on Paul.

	“Yeah, so, you want me for this thing, when?” he said.

	“Yes, as I said, in three week’s time. The course begins on Saturday the eighteenth; if you can get here by Friday night…” 

	“How much?” Paul said, fishing around the manager’s busy desk for a pen and a scrap of paper.

	“Three thousand for this first retreat. If it works out for both sides, there’s an opportunity to return for future retreats.”

	Paul sighed. The woman wanted an expert, a professional, and yet she offered a pittance. He was about to hang up and skip all the aggravation when Posey touched his elbow.

	“Can I have a word?” 

	“Give me a second,” Paul said into the phone, then pressed the mouthpiece to his shoulder. “Yeah?”

	“There’s a man out there. He’s a liquidator. He offered four thousand for the remaining ten paintings.”

	Paul scrunched his expression. “Did you tell him to fuck off?”

	Posey squinted her entire face, then swallowed. “No, maybe you should consider the offer.”

	Paul shook his head in tight, confused strokes. “That’s less than I got for the two that sold.”

	Shoulders slouched, Posey inhaled deeply through her nose. “How many finished canvases do you have in storage?”

	Taken aback, Paul straightened. “I don’t know, eighty, ninety?”

	“How many have you sold in the last five or six years?”

	“Twenty? Thirty?”

	Posey put her hands on Paul’s biceps. “I hope that’s true, because the two you sold tonight, and the three during your show last Christmas…I bought them.”

	A massive weight sunk deep into the pit of Paul’s guts. He knew exactly how many paintings he’d sold in the last five or six years: twenty-one. “No,” he said, the word like a cold breath on an even colder night.

	“I wouldn’t have told you, but—”

	Paul gritted his teeth. “Tell the asshole he can have them for four.” He lifted the phone to his ear. “Luna?”

	“Yes?”

	“Sorry. I’d love to come, tell me where and what I’ll need, and I’ll get there on time. You can count on me,” Paul said, feeling like a loser, a sellout, an utter fucking failure as an artist. 


 

	THREE

	Stephen Huntley led his wife, Meredith, by the hand off the deer run trail two the sound of running water. They pushed through a copse of evergreens and came out in a clearing. The green of the mossy ground seemed to glow beneath the twilight sky. Each step was soft and affirming.

	“It’s lovely,” Meredith said, awed.

	Stephen and Meredith had been looking for a baptismal site for their next TV special and this looked like it. The best part was that the land was owned by a company that Stephen and his father had worked with in the past. He doubted they’d even charge him to film there—the Anvil Group were nothing but willing to donate huge sums to the church for tax purposes, so long as kickbacks washed away their losses.

	They stepped hand-in-hand to the lip of the creek where it widened out. Even in this dry season, the creek was at least three feet deep, the water cold and looking blue. Performing baptisms in such a picture-perfect setting on infants, children, teens, adults, even some geriatrics, it would be ratings gold. Most importantly, it would be a boon for the collection plate. There was also the point that they were saving souls—the point that had let the Huntley family sleep at night for the three generations that the church had existed, thriving and basking in the glory of tax-exempt capitalism. 

	Stephen dropped slowly to his knees and cupped the frosty water, bringing his arms up and his face down to drink. “Lovely,” he said, then shivered.

	All the streams in those parts were fed by the mountains, many of which kept their snowy caps year-round.

	Meredith settled in next to him and sipped from the creek herself. “That’s freezing, sure the kids can stand it?”

	Stephen put an arm around her shoulders. “If they want to save their eternal souls, they will.”

	To their left, maybe thirty feet from where they knelt, two baby deer skittered out of the trees to drink, their knobby legs looking hardly strong enough to hold them upright. A doe followed.

	“Wow,” Meredith whispered. “Beautiful.”

	“Sure,” Stephen said. 

	Meredith was North Vancouver to her core and the wild animals she was used to seeing pretty much existed to eat garbage, so it seemed. At only 21, she hadn’t gone on a great many wilderness adventures, not yet.

	Stephen was thirty-seven. Meredith was his second wife, after the first passed in a traffic accident directly following a gala downtown. Their car had hit some ice and the passenger’s side crumpled against a one-hundred-year-old spruce tree. She’d died instantly. That was nearly eleven months prior.

	“Thank you, God, for revealing this paradise to Stephen,” Meredith said, eyes closed.

	Stephen closed his eyes as well. “And thank you for bringing light and beauty into my life after such a monumental loss.”

	Meredith hitched and sniffled. Stephen squeezed her shoulders tighter. They remained like that for several seconds before Stephen kissed her ear, then rose to his feet. When he turned, he saw it. A ball of terror lodged in his throat, choking away his breath, and he stumbled backward until he was in the creek.

	“Stephen?” Meredith said, rising. 

	He didn’t look at her, so she followed his gaze. A tremendous scream barreled up from her chest, sending all nearby birds into flight and all but one nearby animal into high alert. 

	“Stephen?” she moaned, slipping into the creek herself, trying to get away from the thing. “Stephen, what—”

	In a snap, Meredith’s pretty head was cleaved clean off her shoulders. Stephen found his voice then and shouted, “Help! Help!” the words ejecting from his mouth in a high squeal of terror. Meredith’s abdomen gurgled water down its neck hole as blood oozed from her body, all as it drifted slowly with the current, sinking a few centimeters with each passing moment. 

	Stephen didn’t stay to watch. He’d never been a strong swimmer, but the current was on his side and if he needed to, he could touch his feet down. Of course, these aids hardly mattered as all 181 pounds of the man was scooped from the water and sucked into oblivion in a matter of seconds. 

	There’d be no TV event, but there had been a baptismal, though not for any god, nor with the blessed water of that gorgeous scenery. The creature that had come from the woods baptised itself in their blood, all in the name of hunger.

	 


 

	FOUR

	“And just what kind of artist are you supposed to be, Marv?” Adrian Mamin said, hands on her hips, voice shrill as cat claws on chalkboard. 

	Marv Weatherby stood in the doorway looking at his ex-wife. She’d discovered Marv’s stash of homoerotic magazines one morning six months prior and met with a lawyer that afternoon. She was deeply Catholic, whenever it served her to be. Turned out she’d been looking for a reason and declaring him a reprobate, a heathen even, was as good a reason as any other. Marv wasn’t surprised and he didn’t really mind. Those magazines had been a cure to tedium, had scratched a relatively manageable itch he’d harbored his entire life.

	“What’s it to you?” Marv said, his tone defeated.

	“How much does it cost?” Adrian tilted her head and pouted her lips. “I fucking knew you were hiding—”

	“Probably costs less than the boob job you’ve been looking at,” said Deborah, their seventeen-year-old daughter, as she brushed by her father with a loaded backpack. “Bye, Daddy, have fun!” She climbed into her mother’s Pontiac.

	“Boob job?” Marv said, grinning. If nothing else, the divorce showed him how much his daughter loved him, even accepted his bisexuality—as unpracticed as it was.

	“Go fuck yourself. You’re no artist, you’re not even a man.” Adrian spun on her heels and charged away from the side door of the house she had once called home.

	Deborah had been over for the week, declaring her old house more conducive for exam studying, but usually she stayed with her mother. This despite that in a private meeting with the judge she expressed a wish to live with her father. The judge, a two-time divorcee and mother of three decided Deborah couldn’t see the big picture about spending that much time alone with a man who might entertain men in the house while she was there, and ordered that Deborah remain in her mother’s custody—forget how many strange men Adrian might entertain in her new home. 

	Marv hurried inside a moment before Adrian reached the car. He had packing to do. Sure, he wasn’t a pro or even a semi-pro artist, but he had natural skills. Skills that, up until he took the job at Anvil Group, he practiced and honed regularly. Once Adrian moved out, he’d picked up a box of pencils and a case of paints and brushes, and got busy getting back into that old him he’d lost somewhere along the way. 

	Now, those goodies were in a suitcase and Marv had to move his butt if he wanted to get to the lodge before dark. It wouldn’t do him any good to hit a moose or a bear. He grabbed the big Samsonite suitcase and wheeled it to the door. Locked up behind him, he climbed into his Subaru wagon and started off, pulling over only minutes into the trip to get gas.

	“Heya, Gus,” he said as he stepped inside a Shell station. Outside, a high school kid was filling his tank. “How’s business tonight?”

	Gus looked out from behind a Vault of Horror comic reprint. “Great. You ever see these? They marketed them to kids back in the ‘fifties.”

	Marv grabbed an orange Gatorade from the cooler and stepped to the till. He looked at the ghoulish images on the grey pages, smiling. “Yeah, they’re great.”

	Gus was a little younger than Marv but looked older than his forty years. Wrinkled and skinny. He had overlarge false teeth and thick, square glasses. He pushed the comic aside and grabbed the drink to check the price on the lid. He typed in the digits, then looked out the window to the high school kid on his way back.

	“So, big plans for the weekend?” Gus said.

	“More than the weekend. I’ve just started a sabbatical.”

	“Sabbatical?” Gus said, scrunching his lips to the left side of his mouth, revealing something green caught in his dentures.

	“Yep. Going to take a year to work on my art. Starting by heading way up north to a lodge in the woods for an artist retreat.”

	Gus whistled. “You any good.”

	Marv grinned. “Actually, yeah.”

	The door opened and the kid stepped inside to plunk down on a stool by the door. “Thirty-six,” he said.

	“With the drink, you’re looking at thirty-eight-nineteen,” Gus said a moment after punching in the gas cost. 

	Marv counted out thirty-five from his wallet, then fished coins from his pocket. “Nice,” he said as he handed exact change across the till.

	Gus nodded. “And you watch out. The woods are full of beasties just like this,” he said, voice doing a Vincent Price spook rumble, finger tapping at a werewolf about to eat a damsel in distress on a comic book page.

	“Probably more likely I have to fend off bugs than beasties. See you in a couple weeks, Gus,” Marv said, taking his drink. He nodded to the high school kid on his way by, wondering if that can of Deep Woods was still in the cargo hold of the Subaru.

	 


 

	FIVE

	“How long’s it been like this?” asked the suited man in the Anvil Group hardhat.

	The man in coveralls leaned down to look at the strange orange muck that had collected along the shores of a stream passing by an enclosed waste pool. 

	“Days, at least,” he said.

	The suited man glanced back to the group of Chinese investors currently taking the tour of the Anvil Group’s grounds. It was the first factory the company had erected, back in 1913; back when the company was still called Anvil Industries. 

	“Well, get it cleaned up.”

	“Going to have to call guys in. Friday night and all.”

	The suited man shook his head, eyes wide. “You fucking kidding me? Call them, double time. This can’t be here…can’t be seen. If you can’t get enough guys, turn over some soil. Those fucking activists find a couple poisoned animals and we’ll be back into it, up to our eyeballs; hear me?”

	Over the last few years, the Anvil Group had dealt with nineteen lawsuits, and after the last, a judge warned that they’d be shutdown if there was even one more problem with pollution. That was only two months prior.

	The man in the coveralls stood up, brushing his hands off on his thighs. “All right.”

	The suited man spun, arms wide, smile huge. “Shall we continue?”

	The investors said nothing. Wealthy men didn’t get that way by acknowledging damage to the environment when profits could be made.

	 


 

	SIX

	For the first three hours of the trek north, making frequent stops to let loose passengers or pick someone up, Paul Webster was feeling sorry for himself. What Posey at the gallery had revealed made him angry about the system, then sad, and finally, furious about the total sum of his existence—as much at himself for following his dream as at a cut-throat universe. This wasn’t how things were supposed to go. He was a professional. He was good. He had been critically acclaimed in the past. He had honest to god fans out there.

	The bus came to a stop in a small town called Lytton. A beautiful, though frumpily dressed woman and her young teenaged son stepped aboard. He had on a black windbreaker, despite the heat of the evening, and on the back was a logo for the Thompson Blazers. The kid’s face was puffy and tear streaked. The pair fell into the seats directly behind Paul.

	Once the bus got moving, Paul, still sludging through his current mood, eavesdropped on the kid and his mother. She was consoling him. There’d obviously been some sort of hockey tryout in Lytton and this kid had been cut.

	“I’ll never make it anywhere,” the kid said, sniffling.

	There was an elongated pause before the mother said, “You know, that’s possible. Sometimes you work and work and work and it’s still not enough.”

	“What?” the kid said, obviously he’d been expecting some reassurances.

	“Listen, okay. How do you think I got to Vancouver way back when?”

	There were no words in reply; Paul imagined the kid shrugging, perhaps he’d even turned away to sulk.

	“I hadn’t gone from Newfoundland to Vancouver; I went to Hollywood first,” the woman said.

	Paul turned his head so his left ear was pointed to the crack between the seats. He closed his eyes to feign sleep.

	“I wanted to become an actress; it’s all I ever wanted.”

	“You are though?” the kid said.

	“No, but, listen. I wanted to be in movies and on TV. I went to more than one hundred open calls in a year. All the while I waited tables for work and hung around wherever I heard a producer or director might hang out. When nothing happened for me, I shifted my gaze. Pretty well everything was being filmed in Vancouver because of tax breaks and government funding, so I hopped on a bus and took my ass up there. Guess what happened.”

	“What?”

	“Same thing as what happened in Hollywood, but by then I was angry and blamed everyone else. It was ugly. Then, one day, I was at this club because I heard David Cronenberg was going to be there. He never showed, but I did meet someone.”

	“Dad?”

	“That’s right. I fought leaving Vancouver for a long time before I finally accepted what felt like a death blow to my dreams. What I didn’t know then was that dreams can be skewed, hell, they can disappear altogether without any scars at all. Mine skewed. I wasn’t in Kamloops a week before I got cast in Caesar and Cleopatra. After another week, I was hired to do a commercial. After that, I got on radio ads, and finally did the voice of Rhonda the Red for Victor the Vampire Viking. I got married. I had you and your sister. I may not have gotten Hollywood rich or famous, but I’m doing what I love, and subverting my dreams for the right reasons has dramatically enriched my life.

	“So, keep working, but don’t act like the world is ending because it doesn’t want to play by your rules. There can be countless failures on the road to getting where you need to be.”

	There was silence for a ten-count, Paul’s head reeling from this advice and knowledge.

	“If you did get into Hollywood, do you think we’d still take the bus?” the kid said, no more tears in his voice.

	“Pfft, yeah, right. We’d likely have enough money that I could buy your way onto the team and in the process turn you into an absolute shit who has everything handed to them.”

	“Thanks for keeping us lower middle-class, I guess.”

	There was a rustle of material and a string of giggles. The mother calling the kid all sorts of playful names while he cackled.

	Paul turned his head to look out the window. His reflection was superimposed over the grey world beyond the tinted glass. He suddenly saw all he’d achieved in a moment of moderate bliss, then he saw the asshole he’d become—the divorce hadn’t helped him, but he was on the route to becoming an asshole long before that had happened.

	“No more,” he whispered, internally promising himself he’d make the most out of this opportunity and give as much back as he had to offer. 


 

	SEVEN

	Diego Day stepped through the front doors of the dated, weathered, but cozy enough Back Woods Lodge. He was greeted by a tall, slender woman wearing a white blouse with tan slacks, her feet bare. Directly across from the door was a hallway, to its left was a stone fireplace, above the mantel was the portrait of a man done in cubism—looking very Picasso, but not by Picasso. To the right of the hallway was a double set of doors. Above the doors read, simply, BAR. 

	“Hello, you’re here for the retreat, I take it?” the woman said, above the subtle curve of her left breast was a nametag: Tracey.

	“Why?” Diego said, his heart racing. “Have I gone to the wrong place?” 

	On the ride up, he’d had to consult a map, and while he was tracing his finger along the line of the road he was on, a moose stepped out of the trees and onto the road. Diego looked up just in time to swerve around the moose—the moose seemed to be daring the man’s Honda Civic to try it—skid along the far shoulder, overcorrect his steering, then whip into three consecutive donuts that left him half on the road, half off, and staring at the moose’s massive back end. He put the car in reverse, pulled another partial turn, and continued on his way, arms stiff with adrenalin, guts swirling with butterflies. Not two minutes later, he saw another moose, this one stepping off the road. He had to pull over. He popped out one of the many panels that reserved spaces for upgrades this Honda had not been privy to as it left the factory, and pulled free a Digital Underground cassette case with the wheel nibs broken out. From within he retrieved one of seven pinner joints he’d crammed inside. 

	The weed did him no favors. He suddenly saw animals constantly, every few seconds, creeping in from his peripheries. The final fifteen kilometers took him more than half an hour. When he arrived, he was wholly certain the thing had been canceled and he’d have to drive all the way home, through the maze of beasts.

	“No, this is the correct place.” Tracey smiled at him. “We’ve only re-opened, so aside from a few locals who’ve come in a handful of times for a drink, you and the other artists are the lodge’s first guests.”

	“Oh, oh…thank god.”

	Tracey’s eyebrows went up. “Rough drive?”

	Diego waved this away. “My name’s Diego Day. The bar’s open?”

	“Yes,” Tracey said as she flipped through the printed pages outlining the guests. “I’ll need a credit card. VISA or Master Card.”

	“Right.” Diego dug into his jeans pocket and pulled free an overstuffed wallet. From a myriad array of options, he withdrew a Master Card. 

	Tracey took it, placed it on the card machine, pulled the handle to imprint the details on the carbon paper, then took the slip to fill out the remainder of the information needed. Once done, she slid it across the desk for Diego to sign.

	After scribbling his initials, Diego said, “Do I need a parking pass?”

	Tracey’s smile reappeared. “Under previous management, the lodge hosted weddings, birthday parties, huge group nature getaways; we have more parking than we’ll likely ever need.”

	“Oh, yeah,” Diego said, his attention momentarily kidnapped by a moth fluttering within a spherical light fixture directly above him. 

	“Cabin nine. The bar is just through that door.” Tracey, holding out Diego’s key, nodded to the door.

	Diego shook off the weed reverie and took the key. “Do I get to the cabin from inside or outside?”

	“Outside. You walk out the door and all the cabins are to your right. Park wherever.”

	Diego nodded that he understood, but somehow he was already outside—a slight issue that happened often enough when he partook in cannabis use that he wasn’t overly jarred by it. He moved his car to in front of the cabin with a 9 on the door. He carted his luggage—art supplies mostly—inside and hit the light. The room was cozy and looked and smelled clean. The bed had a flannel blanket. The TV was a 24-inch RCA. The dresser was aged and chipped, the finish bubbling, but clean as the rest of the room. The bathroom was almost blindingly bright. There was a new tub and toilet next to an old porcelain sink beneath new-looking faucets. The towels were red plaid, matching the blanket on the bed.

	Diego looked at his reflection in the mirror and began to giggle. His eyes were bright pink and his face was sickly pale. A drink would even him out just right, he figured.

	He locked the door behind him and headed back to the lodge’s lobby. Thankfully, Tracey had left her post for the moment, saving him from an opportunity for embarrassment. He pushed open the bar doors. 

	The room was dim, smelled smoky; Corey Hart was coming in low from an unseen speaker system. There were two-dozen tables with four chairs apiece, six booths with padded benches, and a row of stools at the bar. Three lumberjack-looking dudes sat on stools, leaning over the bar, watching a baseball game on a small TV hung up above a meager liquor selection. The bartender was a slim woman with a buzzcut wearing a paint-smattered flannel shirt. Near the back, seated around three tables pushed together was a ragtag group. They were a mixture of bohemian and nerd, and Diego decided that these had to be the other artists.

	He stepped to the bar, ordered a white Russian, then took it back to the group. “Uh, hey, you all artists?” he said, eyebrows disappearing behind scruffy bangs.


 

	EIGHT

	Moments after the ballgame ended, the trio of locals departed, and Luna stepped out from behind the bar to join those who’d come for the retreat. Only Paul Webster had really gotten deep into his cups so far, but the rest had at least a minimal glow to them. 

	She’d met Paul once before, though she doubted very much that he’d remember. She’d been an amateur painter and potter, doing a weeklong retreat in Vancouver, and of the galleries they’d gone to as a group, one had been to view an exhibition of Paul’s pieces. It was poorly attended, but many of the pieces featured little read stickers on the walls next to the works, stating that they’d been sold. Back then, he was still emerging, and likely as hot as he’d ever be, at least in his lifetime—getting hot at all during a lifetime was something most artists simply never got. She told him she admired his work, and especially liked all the birds—every piece he created either featured or referenced birds in some way. He of course explained to her, tone haughty and flippant, that the birds were a note to choosing easy escape. She got the concept, she supposed, but it was fairly hinky; really, she guessed he simply liked birds.

	“Can I get anyone a refill before I sit down?” Luna said.

	“Are you Luna?” Marv said, halfway rising to stand but stopping and falling back onto his seat when nobody else moved.

	“I am indeed. But first, anybody need freshened up?” she said.

	“S’pose my tummy could handle another mug of beer,” John Bride said. He had a bald head and close-set eyes. “Might pay for it when I try to sleep, but what the hell.”

	“Why not make it a pitcher. Put it on my tab,” Paul said. He sounded sloppy and melancholy, annoyed and generally put out, as if he had no choice in the matter. 

	“Coming right up. Anybody else?” Luna said, her focus bouncing from face to face.

	“Oh, I guess,” Tia French said. She was undeniably beautiful and had fiery red hair. She was maybe five foot two, and close to two hundred pounds. “Vodka cranberry, please.”

	“Could I get just some water? Flying always leaves me feeling so dry,” Carla Moore said.

	“Got it. I’ll get the drinks and grab Tracey for a minute, just to say hello.” Luna spun on her heels and headed back to the bar. She whipped up the drinks, pushed them to the edge of the bar top, then headed into the lobby to grab her girlfriend from the concierge desk. “Come on in a minute,” she said.

	Tracey offered a salute and followed.

	“First off,” Luna said after setting down the trey of drinks and pulling a chair up, sitting on the back with her feet on the seat, “I have to tell you how pleased I am that you’ve come. There should be a few more.” She looked to Tracey who stood with her arms folded, butt leaning on a rustic, wooden support beam.

	Tracey counted heads, bouncing a finger over each seated at the table. “Think there’s at least one person in a room.”

	“Well, if only two of nine flake, that’s not so bad for a first run. Most of you will know just about all there is to know about the retreat, but the lodge itself is a different story. Tracey’s grandfather opened the lodge in the ‘sixties. Back then it was pure hunting, which was before Anvil fenced off all the land and got uppity about trespassers.”

	“Anvil Group?” Marv said, smirking with the left side of his mouth.

	“The same,” Tracey said.

	“I work for—well, I’m on a year’s sabbatical, don’t know if I’ll go back, but technically, I work for Anvil as an accountant,” Marv said.

	“We’ll forgive you this time,” Luna said. “Now, as you know, we’re all artists, and we’re all divorcees. This retreat was an idea that struck me shortly after I accepted that I didn’t want to be married to a man, and instead wanted to spend my life with my best friend and recent divorcee herself, Tracey.”

	Tracey waved with both hands.

	“What I’ve noticed over the years is that divorce works like shining light on a plant, the plant is free to grow, to breathe, to bloom, and often that happens through art,” Luna said, most heads listening to her were nodding along. “I do want to address something Paul said to me, as a joke, but I don’t want anyone to get the wrong idea. This isn’t a swinger thing. We didn’t bring you here to play matchmaker. That said, you are adults. I just wanted to point that out.” Luna looked to Tracey. “Anything else?”

	“Don’t think so. You all stopped by the desk, so that’s probably it from my end.” Tracey shrugged. “Oh, any allergies?”

	The artists looked at one another as if they might spot some lactose intolerance or a deadly nut reaction pending in one another’s faces. Nobody spoke; nobody raised a hand.

	“Perfect. Think that’s all I need to know. The breakfasts will be pretty lowkey, but you’re not here for the grub. Am I right?” Tracey said.

	A few smiled; a few nodded.

	“Are there any questions?” Luna said.

	Again, nobody spoke; nobody raised a hand. 

	“Perfect, has everyone introduced themselves?”

	 


 

	NINE

	Carla lay on the bed watching TV. The closest she’d come to settling for the night was to pop the button and open the fly on her jeans. She’d drunk far too much coffee through the day, and since she’d remained awake through any of the numerous mental crash windows she’d felt after landing, getting her rental car, and driving the seemingly endless trek to the lodge, she was now wholly wired. Sooner or later her system would slip, but until then, she lay there, flipping through the three offers available to her: CBC News, Global News, and Humanoids from the Deep. To watch the latter, she had to ignore four fuzzy lines, an audio hiss, and seemingly more commercials than usual. The news was mostly OJ Simpson footage from the slow-speed chase and discussion about his dead wife.

	At midnight, she killed the feed: CBC had gone dark, Global was showing Hercules in New York, and Humanoids from the Deep had been replaced by a rather pornographic movie called Fanny Hill. The choices prompted her to kill the box and take a little walk. She zipped her jeans, slipped her feet into sensible black flats, grabbed her key, and stepped outside. 

	She was in the sixth cabin down from the lodge, and she started toward the light of the lobby. The night was dark, almost black, the moon hardly more than a sliver. The air, cool and pleasant; the forest atmosphere, damp and heavy. 

	She made it halfway to the light, walking almost blindly when she leapt sideways, letting free a small scream at the sound of a man’s voice coming from the shadows.

	“Sorry, sorry, didn’t mean to scare you,” Paul said, rising to stand from where he’d been leaning against the wall of his cabin. 

	He stepped into the meager light available and Carla recognized him, the sudden, overwhelming fear draining from her system.

	“Just about pissed myself,” she said, taking a step toward Paul. 

	He’d been an interesting character in the bar when they’d all gotten together, asking significantly more questions than offering up much about himself. She’d been in the vicinity of enough artists—whether at galleries or artist spots—to know this was unusual. 

	“Want a beer? Luna gave me a sixer after you all cleared out…have two left,” Paul said.

	“Sure. Might counteract all the coffee and rum and Cokes.” Carla took another step closer. 

	Paul turned around to grope through the darkness for the two cans of Molson Golden where they were hiding in the thick shadows. He took a can from the ring and held it out. Carla accepted the can; it was slightly cooler than the current temperature. Paul pulled the plastic ring away from the other can and stuffed it into the pocket of his loose linen pants. 

	“Cheers,” she said after cracking her tab.

	Paul lifted his can to her, miming an aluminum clink, and they both drank. 

	“Strangely fizzy?” she said, looking at the can.

	“Yeah. I get it wherever they have it; on the rare occasion I go anywhere, I mean. The oddity of just how fizzy it feels breaks up the monotony of talking to hear myself.”

	Carla titled her head. “You weren’t talking much tonight?”

	“No, I suppose not. I only just realized I wasn’t the main character of the world’s story, or something…I’ve had about ten of these tonight, all told.” Paul took another sip from his can. “Want to sit in the dark with me?”

	“Yes,” she said, finding herself alone with an agreeable and slightly more than agreeable-looking man was a bit of a thrill. She’d done a little more than nothing when it came to being around men in even a semi-private situation since Blake had left her.

	Paul settled in where he’d been and Carla sat down next to him, just close enough to sense his body heat.

	“You said you were in advertising?” Paul said.

	“Was supposed to be temporary, but I had a kid and kids ain’t cheap,” she said, feeling slightly embarrassed by what she’d just told him, though she couldn’t say why.

	“I suppose they aren’t. So, you—”

	“Nope, I want to hear more about you,” Carla said, thankful the darkness hid what must’ve been tomato-shaded cheeks. 

	“Sure, what do you want to know?”

	“Umm, favorite movie?”

	Paul exhaled loudly through his nose. “Tough one. It’s not Humanoids from the Deep, I can tell you that much.”

	Carla laughed. “I watched a bit of that tonight, too. Now it’s this skin flick called Fanny Hill.”

	“Really?” Paul said, sounding slightly excited. “I met a guy—oh shit, must’ve been six or seven years ago—who listed that as one of his acting credits when he was trying to impress a group of girls. He was a big guy, maybe fifty. The girls looked to be, at most, eighteen. It was at an installation down in Vancouver. Lots of lights and textures, not the kind of art that gets hung on a wall. Wait, it’s a porno?”

	“A softer one. Not that I know much about…” Carla trailed, feeling the flames in her cheeks burn that much hotter.

	Paul didn’t let it linger. “My turn to ask. Would I know any of your advertising art?”

	“Pfft,” Carla said. “Hardly art. I take bad sketches from the salesmen and turn them into what they’re supposed to look like, and the salesmen try to pitch the ads to companies. I have drawn about a million smiling housewives and two million kids grinning up at their fathers in unbridled admiration. Hokey and dumb.”

	“You don’t sound like you enjoy it much. Does it pay okay?” Paul said.

	“Okay. Not great. I’m on vacation now, and with Bobbi—that’s my daughter—done school, and my husband out of the picture, I’ve been thinking about getting back on a fulfilling art track. I can always do something in advertising, but it’s so fucking draining, creatively I mean, to spend all day working on the ultimate bullshit known to mankind.” Carla stopped abruptly, then said, “Hey, it was my turn!”

	“Sorry. Go ahead.”

	“Does creating full-time leave you fulfilled?” she said.

	There was a long, long pause. The silence was thick and uncomfortable. Carla was about to backtrack her question when Paul answered.

	“When I’m painting, I’m all there. I can revel in the embrace of creation. But the moment I stop, the stress of money and critics and who gets to be the new thing and why I’ve never reached any heights, all that carves holes into my sense of fulfillment. So, no it does not. Luckily, this paying opportunity fell into my lap.”

	“Yeah, Jocelyn Key was supposed to lead us. I was pretty disappointed when I heard she couldn’t make it for health reasons.”

	“You still disappointed?” Paul asked, then yawned.

	“Can’t say yet. The retreat hasn’t much begun.” Carla tipped her can, draining most of what remained in a go. “One more question each, then bedtime.”

	Paul sat quietly a moment before asking, “What’s your dream life?”

	Carla didn’t need to pause. She’d envisioned her dream life a thousand times before. “I’d live in the country. Still central, but with some space and privacy. I’d have a studio, maybe in a loft above a garage. I’d earn enough to keep myself fed, clothed, and heated. I’d have a partner, likely another artist; when I talked about my dreams he’d accept them, support me, assist me if I needed it. And a little orange convertible.” Carla drained her beer, hoping the alcohol might lessen how silly she felt saying it aloud. “What about you, what would be your ideal life?”

	Paul huffed. “Can’t do any better than what you just said. Though, a van is more useful for taking pieces to galleries.”

	“Do you mean that?” Carla said. “It feels like a fucking pipedream; doesn’t matter how small it is.”

	“A pipedream I’d smoke until my lungs turned to ash,” Paul said.

	They sat in the dark, unmoving, not speaking, simply weighing the facts. Carla had the crazy urge to reach for Paul’s hand, so she pushed to her feet. 

	“Thanks for the beer. I’d better get some sleep.”

	“Thanks for the company. G’night,” Paul said, rising himself.

	Carla was only a few steps from his cabin when she heard his door open and close. She suddenly felt like a freshman with a crush on the football captain. It made her smile, her head swimmy with giddiness. As she slipped her key into the door of her cabin, she paused a moment to wonder if that movie, Fanny Hill, was still on. She was suddenly in the mood to give it a watch.



	




	 

	TEN

	Jayna Plantz had two consecutive flight delays, a lost car reservation, and, on top of that, hated driving at night—didn’t care for driving much at all on account of having only one hand. Multiply that latter by about one thousand when it came to driving in the country. Hell, she’d only been out of Chicago a half-dozen times. At least when they didn’t have the compact she had booked, they had a great big Ford Bronco for her.

	“Just like OJ,” she said for about the twentieth time as she leaned over the wheel, rolling thirty kilometers per hour below the speed limit—she didn’t know what that amounted to exactly in American, but keeping the needle at 50KPH was the best she could do. “Have to be getting there soon,” she said, and as if being summoned, lights shined distantly through the thick forest ahead. “Thank god,” she said, sighing, when those lights did indeed belong to Back Woods Lodge.

	It was 3:02 AM. She’d be lucky if she didn’t have to sleep in the back of the truck. She parked in front of the entrance and instantly it was obvious that the lights were off inside. She hopped out and rushed to the door, paranoid about bears—just the other day she’d read a story about all the bears in Canada and how often those bears caused trouble; her sister had shown her the story in jest, but now it had her wholly certain a grizzly would pop out and give her a swat with those incredible claws.

	She reached the door, looking over her shoulders nearly the entire way. Chicago was an undeniably dangerous place, but there, at least, she belonged, knew what to avoid and how. This, being in the middle of the Canadian nowhere, this was out of her wheelhouse. A doorbell button was affixed to the wall at chest level next to the double doors. She buzzed once, twice, and held the third for a five count. After a minute of waiting, she heard a thunk coming from the direction of the road. She put her back to the wall and watched the lighted parking lot in terror. Footfalls approached upon the gravel; they sounded too small to be a bear’s but…

	A woman—Tracey—appeared wearing flip-flops and a ratty bathrobe. “You need to check in?”

	Jayna relaxed some, straightening from the wall. “Yes. I’m here for the retreat.”

	“Perfect,” Tracey said, keys jangling in her right hand. “We can do the credit card slip and whatnot in the morning.”

	“Right, yes.”

	“I’ll grab you a key.” 

	Tracey opened the door and disappeared inside a moment. Jayna again felt uneasy. It seemed as if every tree had a set of eyes hiding amid its branches, watching her, waiting for her to step into the open. How could anyone live out here in all this uncertainty? Any one of those knot eyes she spotted—or rather, imagined spotting—could be a grizzly bear, a mountain lion, a goddamned hillbilly.

	Tracey appeared with a key with a wooden #31 attached. “You’re at the very end there.” She pointed across the lot, down the long row of squat timber buildings with green doors. “Park right in front of your cabin, if you like. When you get up, just come inside and we’ll sort out the paperwork.”

	“Perfect.” Jayna turned and took a step toward her rental.

	“Oh, what’s your name?” Tracey said.

	Jayna didn’t stop but looked over her left shoulder as she said, “Jayna Plantz.”

	“Got it, thanks. Goodnight.”

	“Night!” Jayna jogged the final five steps, swung open the driver’s door, then slammed it shut. She exhaled a relieved breath. She was acting like a kid afraid of the dark. It was almost funny. Almost, but not quite.

	She rolled until she found the cabin with 31 on the door. On the right side of her cabin was cabin #30, on the left was a ravine. Out, she hurried to the door, Bronco still running, light pouring around her like a safety cloak. She opened up and immediately smelled something like detergent. Not a bad welcome when it came to a hotel room. She flicked the switch but didn’t pause to drink in her digs for the week. 

	Outside, she killed the Bronco’s engine, then hurried around back to the heavy rear door. It swung wide, the spare tire thumping against a fender. She had to climb inside, her purse skidding along the floor, barely hooked over her left shoulder. Luggage in her right hand grip—her left having only a clumsily pinching hook—she slinked backward out.

	She hopped down. It took most of her body weight to swing the door shut hard enough to latch. As she followed through, her right hand slipped along the cool steel and her purse was flung free from her left arm. It bounced twice before tipping over the grassy ravine.

	“Fuck, fuck, fuck, fuck,” she said, hissing the word. 

	She rushed her luggage into her room. She scanned the table and dresser surfaces searching for matches. Nothing. She yanked open each drawer of the dresser and found only a book of Raymond Carver’s poetry. She moved to the nightstand, and there, next to a tin ashtray that read enjoy your stay at Back Woods Lodge, were two packs of matches, also stating the name of the establishment. She hurried to the bathroom then and snatched the toilet paper roll from the holder. She wrapped half the roll around her stainless-steel claw and started outside. 

	At the precipice where the light no longer touched, she lit a match and held it to the wadded paper. It flared and she skidded down the rather steep hill. Her purse had made it a foot from the bottom. She snatched it up, turned, and took two small, slick steps back up the hill before the toilet paper torch died.

	Terror played through her like an endless shiver as she tried to run, finding very little footing available. Tree branches snapped directly behind her, fuelling her desperation. She had absolutely no doubt a bear was back there, probably licking its chops over the city girl suddenly on the menu. She took two, three, four, five small steps, leaning on her hand, then slipped. Her feet shot out and she thumped onto her abdomen. A slow groan left her mouth. Her feet touched the even ground at the bottom after two seconds of sliding. As if the Earth were made of rubber, she bounced, launching into a mad scramble, back up the ravine’s hill.

	More branches snapped, then came a huge and horrible exhalation. She was almost to the top when three, foot-long claws pierced through her back, then chest, pinning her flat against the mossy grass. She tasted blood and smelled pennies. The pain was like a fire and her lungs refused to fill with air. She opened her mouth to scream, but only blood came free. Her last wheezed breath before she was scooped up and eaten bubbled on her lips like a wad of Big League Chew. Jayna’s final thought as she looked down at the grass and gravel far below, only a moment prior to succumbing to the great beast, was not so high!



	



	 

	ELEVEN

	“Since the weather can be unpredictable this far north, thought we’d start the day here,” Paul said to the seven artists in attendance. “To begin, set up as you normally would. Do what’s comfortable for you.”

	The group began setting up easels. Most were roughened by age and wear, but a couple were suspiciously clean. Luna had told Paul that everyone at the retreat had experience, but damned if he had a hard time believing it, seeing all that clean wood.

	A woman named Noreen Robert, a hairdresser by trade, saw him looking and said, “My sister bought it for me, a vacation gift, I guess. I haven’t left Calgary in eleven years.”

	Paul nodded a single, soft bob of his head and carried on, circling them like a drill sergeant. The other clean easel belonged to the man named Marv. He seemed the most out of place, though Paul understood that meant nothing—think of René Magritte’s bowler hat and buttoned-down suits, his careful paint strokes right there in his living room, never spilling a drop on the carpet—the man was a master but never fit the visual expectations or even the personality of most artistic types. One point that suggested these artists new a little something about practice, none had canvasses set up, were instead going to use sketchbooks. Canvasses were expensive and most of what would happen at a retreat like this was learning techniques, trying them, and failing—though more likely than not, failing in ways that helped them grow as artists. Good failing.

	“Now, see the mountains, see the trees, see the steely grey sky. This is atypical of the kind of landscapes you see at any smalltown gallery. And there’s nothing wrong with that, we’ve all done landscapes—at least as far as I was told, none of us are beginners here. What we’re going to do today is an exercise in recognizing that art doesn’t have to be what the world expects of it.”

	“Surrealism?” John Bride said, looking hungover and less than comfortable on the wooden chair he’d carted out.

	“You’re getting ahead of me. Before we consider styles, I want you to see art as work. Art shouldn’t be just when you feel like it. Some great works, surely, have come under duress, under a timeline. Hell, I heard the day Basquiat met Andy Warhol, he was so excited, inside an hour after leaving the man’s loft, a new piece appeared back at Warhol’s, the paint still wet. You ask me, Warhol benefited more from Basquiat than the other way ‘round, but that’s besides the point.”

	“Never saw much in Basquiat’s work,” a man named Oscar Thompson said—short, slim, in his fifties, head shaved bald, a picture framer by trade.

	“You look long and hard enough…I mostly feel the same. But art not being your taste does not mean you have any right to disrespect it. That man poured himself into his art and left behind the spoils of his soul.”

	“Right on, man. I dig Basquiat,” Diego said. “Then again, I dig most everything that’s original.”

	Paul shot Diego with a finger gun and winked. “Now, back to my exercise. I want you all to paint this landscape as you see it, and I want you to get it all down in six minutes.” He lifted his arm to show off a paint-spattered Casio watch. “Doesn’t matter how good it is. Think of this like you think of practicing jump shots. You get good by shooting a ton, and by shooting them from different angles. We’ll call this one a long three. Ready?”

	Each of the artists had their arms tensed, hovering over their kits. 

	Paul watched the second hand, and once it reached twelve, he said, “Go!”

	The artists got busy coloring their palettes. To Paul’s surprise, they all seemed totally into it, totally with him on the idea. He spent so much time alone and miserable, he often blamed the world, as if he was wholly unlikeable and in return, he wholly disliked everyone else—though no one in particular. The worst part of it was that he saw it in himself, and had no power to thwart it. Perhaps this deal might give him more than the much needed three-grand.

	After six minutes, Paul saw most were fairly close to filling in the brunt of what they’d get done and waited an additional thirty seconds before saying, “Brushes down.”

	Tia sighed, motor-boating her lips.

	“If you regularly worked under strict timelines such as these, there’s no telling how good you’d get at seeing your subject and realizing your piece on canvas, no matter how few minutes you had to invest. Speeding through isn’t for everyone, of course. But this is a retreat, and what better place exists than here to try something new?” 

	Paul looked at his watch again, as if he’d forgotten what time it was—really, he wanted to fill up the days with work that would feel meaningful, perhaps make this kind of situation a regular part of his income. Hopping a mental hurdle he’d hopped in the past, only in reverse was tougher leading up than actually doing the thing. In 1984, he’d quit the last real job he’d had to focus solely on his art, despite the comfort he lost in doing so. It really seemed like something he’d had to do if he ever wanted to make it full time with his art. He was older now, and only a hair wiser, but jumping back over that hurdle, now that he’d done it, really changed nothing aside from making his life a little more liveable; he could be an artist, no matter what else he had to do to make money. The revelation had him feeling lighter than he had in years.

	The group had risen and were inspecting one another’s works. Paul let it continue a few more minutes before ordering everyone to their easels and saying, “Okay, Mr. Bride here,” Paul put his hand on the man’s shoulder, “thought I might be aiming toward surrealism, and we’ll get to that, at another locale, maybe with a model, but first, I’d like us to have a little fun with something abstract—you decide where you’d like to go. How about eight minutes this time; a couple extra minutes, but I don’t want you caught up in overthinking. We’re having fun here.”

	The man named Oscar rubbed his hands together as if Paul was suddenly speaking the man’s language.

	Paul lifted his watch, waiting until the second hand reached twelve, then said, “Go! And remember, abstract is a wide-open field; run through it.”

	 


 

	TWELVE

	The artists on retreat, alongside Paul and Luna, sat on picnic tables eating hot dogs, burgers, potato chips, and a variety of salads. The mood was lively and fun. The artists were energized by their morning with Paul.

	“Mr. Webster, I am genuinely surprised. I’d heard about you, and then after our chat…” Luna began, trailing off to take a forkful of potato salad.

	“You thought I’d be a prick?” Paul said, about to tip a can of Molson Golden to his lips.

	Luna swallowed. “More or less, yes. Do you wear a persona on purpose? I’ve heard of some artists doing so. Then again, I’ve seen people in all walks of life doing so.”

	Paul set down his can and reached into a bowl of kettle-style chips. “Nope. It’s all financial stress and reaching for ranks only a handful of artists ever achieve in their lifetimes.” He popped three thick chips into his mouth. “Aiming high is fucking stressful.”

	The artists quit chatting amongst themselves, almost as if they, one and all, harbored that same tough calling.

	“I see,” Luna said.

	“Not sure you do. Art can be like a trap; any art can be a trap. You get following a dream and following your imagination and you forget your dreams mean nothing to anyone but yourself. Even partners…I guess this crowd knows more about that than most,” Paul said.

	The artists laughed in something like shared misery.

	“You start to question yourself and set standards on what a real artist must do to remain real. For me, that’s been scratching out a living solely on what I pluck from my head. I’m sure I could work in advertising or map making or whatever else demands some artistic skill, but I haven’t because that art would feel like a drain on my real art. And taking money for something other than my real art felt like downgrading my personal class. Like one day I’m driving alone, wherever the hell I want to go and the next I’m stuck in someone else’s car, the card in my wallet stating, ‘learner’s permit.’ Trouble is, who knows if I’ll accept this come next week, next month, next year.”

	The hush among the artists was palpable, and it stretched and stretched and stretched until finally Marv Weatherby broke it.

	“The importance of financial stability was so ingrained in me since childhood, I’d hardly even sketched a thought since college. I became an accountant and shut that part—as well as another fairly demanding part—of myself off so I could strive toward being a model man of our society. My ex was adamant I was having a mid-life crisis and I needed to grow the fuck up, but I’m beginning to understand that I’d overshot growing up. I need to grow down some.”

	“Hell, yeah!” Diego Day said, lifting a glass of red wine over his head.

	A few of the artists cheered.

	“What was the other demanding part?” Noreen Robert said.

	“I’d like to make love to a man,” Marv said, then shot his hands over his mouth, his eyebrows jumping way up his wrinkled forehead in surprise—at himself.

	There was a silence a few moments before Luna said, “Congratulations. You have no idea how much more rewarding my life has been since I accepted my sexuality.”

	Marv nodded, tears slipping down his cheeks. He received pats on the back, then hugs, then the group moved on. Tracey stepped out of the kitchen’s back door to join the group, hamburger buns on a plate.

	“I see the late comer didn’t show up this morning,” she said.

	Luna slapped her thigh. “Right! That was Jane?”

	“Jayna Plantz, and I only remember because I checked the log to get the credit card slip ready for whenever she came in,” Tracey said as she fixed a burger for herself.

	“What time she get in?” Carla Moore said.

	“When I rolled over, clock said three-oh-nine,” Tracey said around a mouthful. 

	“Should we get her?” Paul said.

	Luna gave him a shoulder nudge. “You worry about the ones you have; Tracey and me will worry about the ones you don’t.”

	Paul nodded. He downed the dregs of his beer and looked around. “After we’re done here, I’m thinking we take advantage of the weather and stick with landscapes. This time, I say we break off into singles. I want to see a quick landscape done in your style, then one in something you aren’t sure you can pull off. I’ll give it a whirl, too.” Paul looked at his watch. “We’ll meet back in the lodge at six to chat about what you’ve done and have a little grub. Sound good?”

	All agreed, either in words or head nods.

	Tracey leaned into Luna’s ear and whispered, “Better check the late arrival, eh?”

	 


 

	THIRTEEN

	Four men in coveralls, thick rubber boots, thick rubber gloves, and thin masks worked shovels along the shore of the stream. They at first tried to overturn enough dirt to masquerade Anvil Group’s sins against the environment, but quickly discovered anything they tossed over the offensive orange gunk washed away. They’d been called in outside their scheduled hours but were getting overtime for every minute spent on the task, so none really minded that it was proving to be a lot more effort than originally assumed. Being called in was really only awful when considering the loss of time, once they were in, they might as well get what they could.

	“What if it runs all the way out to the pond,” said the man named Geroge, the newest of the site’s maintenance employees.

	Danny, the man with the most seniority of the trio, whistled. “Be doing a great big cover-up. These bleeding hearts crawling out from under every danged rock, worried all of a sudden ‘bout a little toxic waste. So what if some fish and frogs die?”

	“Says the guy who demanded all this extra gear,” said a tall, bulky man named Blane. “I’m sweating my bag off.”

	“Yeah, well, I ain’t no fish and I ain’t no frog. This stuff might be fine to touch today but fill us with cancer by retirement. But ain’t nobody living out here but fish and shit.”

	“And bugs,” George said, swinging at a horsefly that had been circling like a vulture to a carcass for the last half-hour.

	“Let them die, sure. But what if it is running to the pond and some kids sneak in to do some fishing. They eat something that’s been in contact with this shit…look out,” Blane said.

	“They shouldn’t be trespassing!” Danny said, and making a point of his thought, shoveled a scoop of orange dirt into the stream rather than into the bucket of the skid-steer they’d driven out once it was obvious the job was a big one.

	“You never go fishing on private property as a kid?” Blane said. “Shee-it, half my childhood was spent with a line in places with no trespassing signs all over.”

	Danny’s enthusiasm instantly waned. “Yeah, I know. Hell, might not even be all that bad for you.”

	“Sure looks bad,” George said.

	“Looks like the kind of stuff from old monster movies. We don’t know what all goes on at the plant, what chemicals are used. This might be radioactive,” Blane said, quieting the men for a time.

	“Either of you see that movie, Prophecy?” George said. “With the mutant bear?”

	Blane’s eyes widened. “Man, don’t even.”

	 


 

	FOURTEEN

	Luna took the master key, just in case the woman named Jayna didn’t answer her door, but quickly discovered she wouldn’t need it. There was a Ford Bronco parked in front of the cabin, blocking her view of the door until she was right there. The door was open about a foot, a maple pod had blown onto the carpet. Luna immediately thought, BEAR!

	“Hello? Jayna?” she called out, shoving the door wide. 

	There was a luggage bag by the bed, but the bed was made, the room visibly unused since she’d turned the pillows two afternoons ago.

	Luna spun around and looked through the driver’s side window of the Bronco. Empty. She shifted again and stepped to the lip of the lot and the short, but steep ravine that played down to the forest. There were no obvious signs of trouble, none that she could see anyway. A piece of metal glinted in the sunlight, but it sparked no interest in Luna. She returned to the cabin, pulled the door closed, and locked the deadbolt with her master key. 

	She started back across the lot, stopping when she saw Tia set up out by the road. Luna headed her way. The woman was painting something akin to a folk-art quilt, but on paper. Symbols and shapes floated around a stylized tree. Once close enough, she understood that the symbols and shapes all belonged to the natural world before her, though were being translated through the haze of a human mind.

	“Hello, Tia, you didn’t happen to see a woman walking around here who wasn’t there this morning or last night?” Luna said.

	Tia glanced over her shoulder, her hand continuing its effort. “You mean the woman who got here in the middle of the night?”

	“Yeah.”

	“No, but what’s she look like? So I can tell her you’re looking for her. If I see her, I mean.” Tia did turn around now.

	“I don’t actually know. You know what?” Luna waved a hand. “Forget about it. I’m sure she’s around here somewhere. Don’t let me interrupt you further.”

	Tia nodded once and got busy with her piece. Luna started back to the front entrance of the lodge. Tracey was running a vacuum in the foyer by the fireplace.

	“Hey!” Luna shouted, and after Tracey killed the motor of the squat, brown Filter Queen, she said, “What did that Jayna woman look like?”

	Tracey puffed out her lips. “I was totally half-asleep…I guess about my height, brown hair, slim, uh…oh, she had a hook for one of her hands.”

	Luna slapped her forehead. “I remember that now on her sign-up sheet. She’d re-gotten into painting as a form of mental rehab after losing her hand.”

	“I take it she wasn’t in her cabin?”

	Luna offered up a grave expression. “No. Her bag was inside, but nothing was touched, and the door was wide open; well, not wide wide open, but open like a foot. I didn’t see any sign of her.”

	“Uh oh. Did she pass out in her car?” Tracey said, grimacing as she dropped the stainless-steel handle of the vacuum cleaner attachment. 

	“She had a big—I didn’t look in the back!” Luna said, racing away through the door, Tracey hot on her heels.

	They reached the Bronco. The back was as empty as the front.

	“Guess we’d better call the cops,” Tracey said.

	“Guess we had,” Luna said, both were hurrying, not running, not even jogging, but moving much faster than walking.

	The closest police station was a little redbrick building on the highway near Chasm and the weird rehab cult a couple evangelical profiteers had opened. It would be an hour at minimum for someone to get there, if they left immediately. Tracey got on the line and explained the situation. Thankfully, the officer she spoke to sounded alarmed and ready to move, said he’d be at the lodge by 5:00 or 5:30.

	“I guess that’s all we can do for now,” Tracey said as she hung up the telephone.

	“Guess so…unless she wandered into the lodge this morning? Like, what if she hit her head and is asleep in a closet or something?”

	Tracey sighed. “Better check, eh?”

	Luna nodded, wide-eyed. Losing a guest during their first retreat would not look great for the business.

	 


 

	FIFTEEN

	The artists had returned to the lodge and met in a musty, dusty dining room that was obviously kept closed through most of the year. Each had their afternoon’s assignments ready to present, but the topic was the woman named Jayna rather than experimental landscapes. None had seen her, but they’d all seen the cop car sitting in the parking lot. They chatted, and only Tia had any potential insight, she being the one Luna found while looking for Jayna.

	Paul could simply shrug over the speculation before getting down to what he’d planned—what else could he do? When he asked if anyone wanted to go first, none were enthused enough to raise their hands.

	“How about you, Carla,” Paul said, offering up a sly wink that only she could see.

	“Oh, I suppose.” She rose and pulled the first of two sheets of paper from her easel kit. “This is my style, I guess it’s a bit romanticism, a bit pop art.” She brought out the second sheet. “I guess you could call this my Blue Period, obviously I was thinking of Picasso’s Girl on Ball, and luckily a squirrel hung around long enough to ad life to the dreary—dreary in blue—landscape.”

	More comfortable with one another now, the group began discussion without invitation. After Carla stashed her still-damp piece, Marv got up. Paul was a touch stunned by how exacting the work was, and in such a brief time window. The man might’ve been out of practice, but nature had gifted him a master’s touch.

	“Jesus. I’m in awe,” Oscar said, smiling widely at Marv. “You’re really fantastic.”

	Marv blushed to his ears.

	Oscar went then, then Noreen—whose works were hardly more than outlines. John followed. Tia came next. And finally, Diego. Within about two minutes of discussion, the doors swung inward, and Luna stepped into the room with a platter of fixins. Behind her came Tracey with a crockpot of meat. 

	“Be right back,” Tracey said, breaking away from the room.

	The artists gathered round the aromatic meat in the pot. They were visibly giddy over the prospect of feasting. Tracey returned with a small pot of refried black beans and a stack of corn tortillas. 

	“Once you all have your plates fixed, I’m going to need your attention for a few minutes. If you all don’t mind,” Luna said.

	“This about the woman?” Tia said.

	Luna nodded. “Yes, but I’ll give an update once you’re all comfy.”

	“The water!” Tracey said suddenly and once again broke from the room.

	Within a handful of minutes, the artists were seated, food and drinks before them. Luna stepped to the front of the room. She looked quite uncomfortable, and more than a little stressed. She wore a low-cut tee, and her chest was enflamed with blotches of pink that looked wildly itchy. Paul guessed it was probably a stress rash—his ex got them whenever she tried to talk about Paul’s willingness to slum it for the sake of creation…and the meager renumeration it typically brought.

	“It appears one of our attendees has had an incident of some sort. We called the police, and an officer came up today to look around. He’s still here, and what he’d like to know is if you’d help him give a once over to your rooms. I told him without a warrant, or court order, or whatever, he’d have to get permission to see inside your rooms,” Luna said.

	“Ah, that makes sense,” Diego said. “Can look in mine. Worst thing in there is my yesterday’s undies.”

	Luna nodded. “Thank you, Mr. Day. I suppose I should ask if anyone has an issue with my opening the rooms to give a quick look. There will be no touching your things; I suppose the officer is looking for an entire woman, so there shouldn’t be any opening of drawers or rooting through belongings, and I’ll be with him every step—me or Tracey.”

	The artists glanced at one another; nobody voiced an argument.

	“Perfect. You’ll likely not even notice we’d been in there. I don’t imagine he suspects any of you did something, but with nothing else to do…”

	“Any ideas what happened to the woman, aside from one of us kidnapping her?” Noreen said.

	Luna sighed. “I’m guessing something startled her, perhaps a grizzly, and in a panic, she hit her head and wandered off concussed. There’s really no clues, but that seemed plausible to the officer and plausible to me. If she doesn’t turn up by mid-morning, the officer will be bringing back at least four other officers tomorrow to begin a search of the woods.” She looked at Paul. “I’m not sure what you have planned for tomorrow, but if you’re all willing, we could use the extra bodies to search.”

	“Ah, yeah. Tomorrow I’d thought we’d take the morning off and work at night, after a breakfast discussion, of course,” Paul said. “I’m game to help.”

	“Me too,” Carla said.

	In a rumbling chorus, the rest of the artists agreed to the plan.

	“Thank you. I’m guessing around eleven or twelve. We’ll know tomorrow. It won’t be early, certainly not before the typical breakfast time. But now, I have to go take Officer Farabee on a quick scout through your rooms. Hope you enjoy supper.” Luna said no more before hurrying away.

	Paul was back in charge. “So, what do you think of night painting? Have any of you painted beneath the stars?”

	John and Tia both said they had, but the rest hadn’t. Paul, trying to keep the focus off the missing woman talked about the moonlight—according to the calendar, there’d be more of it tonight, double the amount tomorrow night—and the lack of light pollution way out there would allow the stars to pop from outer space’s black mat. 

	“I don’t know about you all, but I could use a beer,” Paul said after wiping the beef grease from the corners of his mouth. 

	Only John and Tia opted out of drinks—John needed a Pepcid or some Rolaids, and Tia needed her bed. Paul hung back a moment, Carla did as well. He nodded to her, grinning. She nodded back. In an awkward contactless dance, they reached the door and headed along the hall as if they might as well have not waited.

	“I’m usually not this nervous around pretty women,” Paul whispered a moment before they reached the bar.

	Carla only nodded, her cheeks bright pink beneath her tan. They sat next to each other, thighs occasionally touching. Paul had to keep himself from fidget drinking. It wouldn’t do to get smashed and make an ass of himself over some butterflies in his tummy.

	At a little after ten, Paul bought a six-pack to go. Carla was in the lobby, studying the paintings on the walls, very obviously lingering.


 

	SIXTEEN

	John kicked from bed in frustration. His heartburn was off the sizzle charts and climbing into fourth-degree territory. He knew he shouldn’t have mixed all those vegetables, beans, and meat. If he stuck primarily with one trigger food, a couple chalky Rolaids would do. If he knew he was going to sneak in a little from two categories, he’d have taken a Pepcid AC prior to eating. With all three, and no antacid pre-game, he was in a place he dreaded and one which came all too frequently. 

	He lit a cigarette—the doctor blamed the trouble of inflammation on those wonderful little sticks, but how come everybody who smoked didn’t get heartburn?—then swigged from a bottle of Pepto Bismal. For about ten seconds, he felt like relief was coming, but no, the good times faded as quickly as they came.

	He grunted from deep in his throat as he paced the little room. Tim the Cocaine Man Taylor was on the tube, playing at being a doofus. The little orange digits on the alarm clock read: 9:16. John was exhausted and sweaty, but there would be no sleep until he worked that acid back down into his guts where it belonged. An idea struck and he put on his shirt and pants, grabbed his cigarettes and his key, and stepped into his shoes.

	The cop car was gone and the parking lot lights were buzzing, though full-dark had not yet fallen—that far north, it would be after ten before that happened; in winter, it would likely get dark around three in the afternoon. With forced nonchalance, he scanned the lot between him and the door to the lodge’s foyer. He saw nobody. Inside, he stepped to the desk, which was currently unmanned, and rang the little silver bell. 

	Tracey popped her head out from a doorway down the hall and said, “Do you need something?”

	John stepped her way, forcing a grin. Sweat dappled his forehead and oozed down his neck to dampen the collar of his shirt. He’d had heartburn this bad a couple times before—and worse—but this was definitely on the top ten list. 

	“Hi, yeah. Was wondering…” he trailed, casting glances over his shoulders. “Wondering,” he began again, this time whispering, “if you might have a little pot handy?” He cringed at asking, his brows sinking deep while driving high simultaneously. “See, I have godawful heartburn, and I can’t get to sleep.”

	Tracey leaned out further to look beyond the man. “Sure, you can have a bowl of ice cream,” she said, then held the door wide, which, apparently, led into the kitchen, which smelled of soapy steam and deep fryer grease.

	“Wait here. I’ll run to the cabin. Fix yourself a bowl of ice cream; that’s what I was doing anyway,” Tracey said before leaving him in the time-grimy kitchen. 

	In the center of the room was a long wooden table, knives hanging from a magnetic strip at the end. On top of the table was a dish rag, an empty bowl, a spoon, and a ten-liter pail of Neapolitan ice cream. John busied himself finding another bowl and another spoon. He’d probably need a little ice cream after smoking weed anyway. 

	Tracey reappeared quickly enough that she caught John doing a pain shuffle. He stilled his wiggling and forced a smile through his grimace.

	“Geez, you have it bad, eh?”

	John nodded. “Yep. Day I hit thirty-four, everything in my body started to go to shit.”

	“That sucks. You just want enough for a joint?”

	“Sure.” John felt at his pockets. “Damn, wallet’s in my room.”

	Tracey eyed his breast pocket and the cigarette pack bulge. “I’ll trade you a nugget for five cigarettes; I have some liquid acid. Love smoking it. You ever smoked acid?”

	John nodded, pulling cigarettes from his pack. “Not since I was a teenager, though. I tripped way too hard. Haven’t touched acid since. Dropped it at lunch one day, then I had to go home and sit with my parents and sisters watching The Beverly Hillbillies.”

	Tracey laughed.

	“I stick with pot, or hash, but I didn’t want to take it on a plane.”

	“Smart.” Tracey set a fuzzy green nugget on the table next to the ice cream pail. “You wanted ice cream, too?” She nodded at his bowl and spoon.

	“If you don’t mind my borrowing a bowl.”

	“Sure,” she said, then popped the lid off the tub. “Ice cream probably helps with heartburn.”

	John began rolling a cigarette around to loosen the tobacco inside. “In the moment it does, but when the sugar meets up with the acid…it’s like gasoline.” He made a pile of tobacco, then plucked the nugget of marijuana, began softly grinding it against the table to break it apart.

	“My father had bad heartburn, totally went away when he quit drinking soda and eating cookies.”

	“Did he smoke?” John asked, now intently sprinkling the weed into the emptied cigarette.

	“Cigarettes? Yeah, weed, I don’t think so. He doesn’t now. He’s found God. Only time he communicates with me is to send pamphlets about eternal damnation for being with another woman.”

	“Ah, shitty.” John used the corners of two front teeth to drag the filter out of the cigarette, he then packed the empty space with tobacco. It was only half as long as it had been, but otherwise, it looked like any old cigarette, just with a twisted bit of paper at the end. “You want to join me?”

	Tracey shook her head. “Nah, but thanks, and thanks for the smokes.” She held up the five he’d handed off.

	“No, thank you.” John put the joint in his mouth and gathered up his bowl of quickly melting ice cream. 

	Instead of returning to his cabin, he hooked around to the backs of the buildings and a small courtyard—the only notable features being a greasy dumpster with a heavy steel lid made to ward off bears, and a lightning struck maple tree carcass standing tall like a flame-charred piece of dry spaghetti. He moved past the courtyard to the edge of the forest. He dropped to the spongy, mossy grass. 

	Joint lit, he inhaled deeply, held the smoke in for a five-count, then exhaled. It was harsh, though not harsh enough to send him into fits. He took another drag, then scooped a spoonful of soupy ice cream into his mouth. The coolness was lovely in the moment. It took him about two minutes to finish both the joint and the ice cream. After that, he lay back and waited for the chemical reaction to lift him from the pain of his heartburn.

	Within minutes, John thrummed all over, a smile coming upon his face. The pain remained, but it existed as if hidden behind a pillowed wall. Eyes closed, he felt as if he was floating.

	Something pinched at his sides simultaneously. The feeling of floating suddenly became a sensation akin to riding a rollercoaster. The moment before John’s eyes opened, he recalled a day when he was thirteen and the carnival was in town. He’d had a girlfriend and together they’d ridden every ride, ate until bursting, and threw far too much money away on rigged games. At the end of the day, he and his girlfriend, Charlotte Robson, were necking behind the snack booth at the fairgrounds when the sum of the day hit Charlotte and she shit her pants. He’d sworn never to tell a soul; never had.

	Charlotte was erased from his thoughts the second he looked into the wet throat of a creature’s mouth. The teeth guarding the horrid tunnel were pointed and crooked. He inhaled deeply in unconscious preparation for a scream, but the mouth closed over his chest, squeezing the air from his lungs in something like a bark. Acid barreled up his throat, flying free of John’s mouth in a gagging wheeze. The creature flung him up to get a better grip between its jaws. Suddenly, his feet and hips were the focus. 

	“He…help,” he said, hardly above a whisper.

	The creature tightened its jaws, sending out a chorus of bone snaps. It thrashed its head downward, slamming John’s upper body against the earth below. Flesh, muscles, tendons, everything that held top and bottom together separated in a great, wet SCHLOOOOP! The immediate chill was incredible. John reached down, felt the hot, hot coils of his intestines and organs spilling out from his detached bottom half.

	Too much. He dropped flat and blinked up at the stars, thinking the weed must’ve been laced, thinking acid—

	The creature bent and snapped its incredible mouth over John Bride’s upper half. He felt a tooth pierce his skull, felt it in a way that had nothing to do with his physical senses, then felt nothing more as the creature chewed, swallowed, then lowered itself to suck up all the steamy, bloody leavings.


 

	SEVENTEEN

	“Geez, what was that?” Carla said from where she sat leaned against the outer wall of Paul’s cabin.

	“Maybe a moose. Maybe a grizzly,” Paul said. They’d left the others, exiting three minutes apart.

	“Sounds close,” Carla whispered.

	“Want to go inside?” Paul said.

	Carla paused but a moment before saying, “Maybe we’d better.”

	Paul pushed against the wall to stand, then held his hand down to Carla. He gave a moderate pull and she rose. Their chests were less than an inch apart, their mouths only seven or eight. Somewhat awkwardly, Paul slinked sideways in through the door.

	“Close your eyes. I wasn’t thinking of having…a visitor,” Paul said. He rushed inside, kicking off his sneaker, gathering his dirty clothes before half-assedly smoothing out the blanket on the bed.

	Carla did her part, standing with her back to the door, eyes shut. Paul took a deep inhalation through his nose, and thankfully detected nothing rank. Part of the deal with the retreat was that the rooms would only be turned over twice during the stay. 

	“Okay, I think that’s as good as it will get,” he said.

	Carla opened her eyes. “Looks exactly like my room, though your TV’s an inch or two bigger.”

	“Yeah,” he said, then chuckled. There’d been no thinking this through beforehand; the only real option was for both of them to sit on the bed. He stepped to the bed and fluffed the two big pillows thereon. He then climbed on and took the far side. “Guess the bed, eh?”

	“Not so different from sitting outside together,” Carla said.

	It quite obviously was.

	Carla settled in. There was now significantly more space between them than had been outside. Paul took up the bulky silver remote from the bedside table. All three channels were coming in clear. Again, however, two were news. The third was a movie.

	“You know this one?” Paul said.

	“Don’t think so,” Carla said. “I haven’t seen a lot of movies, though.”

	“Ah—ooh, I know that guy. He’s done lots of horror stuff. Uh…Hal Holbrook!”

	“And I think that’s Louise Fletcher. She won an Oscar for One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest, I believe,” Carla said.

	“Thought you said…” Paul trailed away before getting to the playful jab. 

	On the screen, Hal Holbrook climbed into bed behind a very obviously depressed Louise Fletcher. She lay there, closed-eyed, vacant while he fucked her. Thirty or so seconds of his writhing against her backside and he stopped, and Louise Fletcher said, quite simply, “Get me a tissue,” eyes remaining closed. 

	“Hmm. A painter. A marriage failing. Did they plan this movie for us?” Carla said, her tone not as playful as the question might suggest.

	“Do you want to watch the news?” Paul said, the remote on the table next to the alarm clock.

	“No. Hopefully It only just started. Hardly ever see anything serious—”

	Hal Holbrook’s words—the words of the character he was portraying—stopped her. The man was going to shoot his family dead that night.

	They watched in silence. Paul cracked open two beers, his gaze fixed on the screen, handing the first over to Carla. After another ten minutes, a commercial for Pizza Hut stalled the film. 

	“Did you ever want to kill your wife. I mean seriously kill her?” Carla said, not looking Paul’s way.

	“No. Suicide, I understand. Killing your family, I don’t.”

	“Same.”

	After Pizza Hut came an ad for Bob’s Krasinski’s Used Cars and Ragu: Chicken Tonight pasta sauce. Before the film resumed, a warning about violence, coarse language, and nudity appeared. Viewer discretion was then advised.

	They spoke little through the film, now and then making trips to the bathroom; each had a second beer. As it began to wind toward a wildly emotional conclusion, Carla slipped her hand into Paul’s. They’d inched together, more from gravity than any conscious effort to get close and were touching shoulders and hips by the time the credits rolled.

	“That was something else…I almost can’t believe it aired on regular TV,” Paul said.

	“I almost can’t believe they didn’t change the ending,” Carla said.

	They were both sweaty and tired, but somewhat exhilarated by the situation and what they’d watched. As an advertisement for Wyatt Earp ran, Paul turned toward Carla, his free hand lightly touching her jaw, and pressed his lips into hers. She responded, her tongue darting into his mouth. After a little more than a minute, he sat back.

	“I’m going to go to my room before I do anything rash,” Carla said.

	“Rash?” Paul said.

	It was Carla’s turn. She rolled over and straddled him, his hips boney against her inner thighs, his erection solidifying the crotch of his jeans. She kissed him deeply. He ran his hands over her ass, squeezing at the thick denim. Abruptly, she popped off him and stood next to the bed.

	“Not to be a tease, but I’m exhausted. See you in the morning?” Carla said from where she stood next to the bed, her chest heaving.

	“Can I walk you to your cabin?” Paul said.

	She shook her head. “No, I’d probably invite you inside.”

	Paul shrugged. “Would you like to stay?”

	“Yes, but no. Paul Webster, it was lovely; I will see you in the morning. Please do not consider this a rebuff.”

	He smiled at her. “One for the road?”

	She huffed. “Yes; but stand. I can’t lie on that bed with you another second.”

	Paul did as told and they came together, pulling one another tight, their mouths pressing wetly, tongues dancing. She pushed away.

	“Tomorrow,” she said and hurried to the shoes she’d slipped off by the door.

	Paul followed her. “I’m very happy we met, and met when we did,” he said.

	Carla stepped backward into the dark night, blew a kiss, then turned and hurried across the lot. Paul watched her go, all the way to her door, unaware that something else watched her as well.

	 


 

	EIGHTEEN

	Four cops between two cruisers showed up at a little after ten in the morning, earlier than expected, and nobody said a word about forcing John Bride out of bed, as the plan had been for later, especially after Tracey mentioned that he’d had a rough night thanks to heartburn. Two of the cops were youngish, likely fresh out of college, likely forced to take northern jobs or take no jobs at all. The cop in charge was named Farabee, never giving his first name—he was the same cop from a day earlier, the one who’d checked the rooms. The others were McDaniels, Ekholm, and Leetch.

	They gave out photocopied maps of the area, made from aerial shots taken some time in the 1960s. Oscar and Marv went with Leetch. Noreen and Diego went with Ekholm. Paul and Carla went with McDaniels. Luna and Tia went with Farabee. Tracey would hold down the fort. 

	The cops had radios. Luna provided each group with a canteen of water and a few chocolate bars. They had a full description of Jayna now, and the cops made suggestions about what to look for and types of things to avoid. They’d be little use if they pissed off a grizzly, or even wandered too near a grizzly cub, the same went for moose.

	“If it’s even half your size, avoid it,” Farabee said, eyeing the artists gravely.

	Finding Jayna Plantz unharmed was unlikely, none said it, but all knew it. By a quarter to eleven, the groups dispersed to scan their portion of the map. 

	 


 

	NINETEEN

	Officer Ekholm led the parade into the woods directly to the north of the lodge, following an animal path. The foliage was thick and busy with spiderwebs, which was giving Noreen minor fits. She was the only artist attending the retreat that always had nice hair—of course, hairdressing being her income, this made sense. Diego brought up the rear, smiling watching the woman go through various stages of frustration until it was no longer funny. 

	“Would you like my hat?” he said. When she didn’t turn, he reached out to tap her shoulder. She jerked around as if he was some kind of creepy crawly. “Would you like my hat? Keep stuff out of your hair.”

	“Oh…yes, please,” she said.

	Diego winced some when he passed it over and, in the process, noticed the sweat stains dampening the edges and bill. Thankfully, Noreen didn’t seem to notice and popped the hat on her head, not even taking the time to adjust the plastic teeth to a smaller fit. 

	“Watch for broken sticks,” Ekholm said, ducking and twisting, deftly avoiding any overhanging branches. “If she’s stumbling around out here, she’ll have left a trail.”

	They walked steadily for close to two hours before the forest opened and presented a mossy glade with a creek running through the middle. Diego shielded his eyes from the sudden brightness, down-turning his gaze. There, at his feet, was a brown shoe. He stared a moment, wondering. Finding a single shoe was almost certainly a bad omen. He crouched to pick it up.

	“Hey, look at this,” he said, lifting the shoe to eye-level. It was cheap canvas, the Zellars logo done in gold was all but faded away. It was small, maybe a size seven in women’s. “Doesn’t look like this has been out here long, eh?”

	Ekholm snatched the shoe from Diego, as if the man was tampering with evidence. He turned the shoe over in his hands, then pulled a brown paper bag from his back pocket and dropped the shoe inside. He unclipped a walkie-talkie from his beltline and pressed a button on the side.

	“Ekholm to Farabee, come in Farabee.”

	The connection was fuzzy, Farabee’s voice crackling and cutting in and out, “…ah, wha…p?”

	“Farabee?”

	“Ye…me.”

	Ekholm huffed, sucking his lips tight to his teeth. “Goddamned woods,” he whispered before trying the radio again. “If you can hear me, we found a woman’s shoe. We’ll continue looking around.” He dropped the paper bag in the general area that Diego had discovered the shoe. “Spread out, cover the glade. If she’s out here, she’s likely unconscious.”

	“What kind of shoe was it?” Noreen whispered to Diego.

	“Zellars store brand.”

	Noreen scrunched her face. “The woman’s American, isn’t she?”

	Diego tilted his head to the left, then right, making a thinking face. “Think so, why?”

	“I don’t think they have Zellars in America.” Noreen said this as if it was obvious.

	Diego put his hands up. “Better we just keep looking around maybe. I mean, maybe she comes up all the time, using that valuable American dollar to score deals.”

	Noreen conceded silently, took four steps in a direction away from both men, then whispered, “Nobody’s going cross-border shopping for cheap department store shoes.” 

	She stepped north to the edge of the glade to look into the forest next to the creek. The earth was extra soft here. Another step to her left, and her feet would likely sink. As her eyes adjusted, her gaze came to focus on a lovely netting of lime green moss draping down from nearly every branch, glowing where the sunlight hit. Selfish, yes, but she suddenly wished for her easel and paints.

	“Do you see something?” Ekholm said, suddenly standing next to her.

	Slightly embarrassed that she’d forgotten the task, she said, “No, I…” She trailed; she did see something. On a shadowy side of one of the massive spruce trees was a row of three deep gashes, recent ones if the pale, damp wood could be trusted. “What made marks that big, and that high?”

	Ekholm squinted. Rather than answering with words, he stepped closer to the tree. The ground dipped and he had to reach up to touch the lowest gash.

	“Find something?” Diego said as he approached from behind.

	“Don’t know. Some marks,” Noreen said, not taking her eyes from those ominous gashes.

	Diego whistled. “Have to be something big…must be another tree blew into it. They’re too big to be animal. Maybe they’re older than they look, some logger maybe did it?”

	Noreen had nothing to add. Anything they said would be speculation and of little use. Plus, the elements of what they were seeing didn’t stack up. Those marks were fresh, they were huge, and they were high. Not even the biggest grizzly could’ve made them.

	“Those fresh or what?” Diego called out.

	Ekholm half-turned. “They’re damp. Must be fairly recent.”

	“What makes a mark like that?” Noreen said, almost shouting. Fifteen to twenty yards separated them. 

	Ekholm shook his head gently, then stiffened. “Could be some kind of termite,” he said, fingers still feeling the bottom groove.

	Noreen sighed.

	Diego spoke through a smile wide enough to hear. “That makes way more sense than some—”

	Several branches snapped and tall trees swayed. Ekholm reached for his holster a second too late. Before he could get his weapon out, a massive grey and orange paw—hand?—lashed out from the shadows and jerked the man from view. There were dozens of trees in the vicinity that had been around during the days when Buddhism was in its infancy, Vikings were settling Northern France, and the Danes were setting up a monarchy to call their own, making some of them as wide as garage doors.

	“Where the hell…” Diego began but trailed when the telltale wet snapping and ravenous grunting played soundtrack to the mystery. 

	“We have to go,” Noreen whispered.

	A loud gagging, choking sounded for six seconds, then came something like a splash, broken tree limbs, and finally a thunk as Ekholm’s gnawed and decapitated head rolled into the glade to settled before their feet.

	Diego grabbed Noreen by the arm and broke back the way they’d come. The thing had heard them and was racing to cut them off, crashing through the underbrush, knocking down thirty-foot trees as it went. Noreen jerked backward, her feet skidding. Her ass wumpt against the soggy forest floor, instantly soaking her pants. Diego yanked her up to her feet.

	“What the fucking fuck,” Noreen hissed through clenched teeth.

	Diego stretched out an arm, index finger pointing. “Look,” he said.

	Noreen followed the finger. It was simply woods…until it wasn’t. Amid the browns and greens and blacks was a bright orange circle with a black pupil in its middle. A massive eye, one bigger than a softball. Its owner remained in the shadows, as if unwilling to reveal itself.

	“What do we do?” Diego said.

	Noreen’s eyebrows took on an angry bent. “You’re the man! You tell me!”

	“I…uh…maybe we got too near its nest or something. If we go to the creek, we can follow it a ways and hook back. I saw on the map, the creek kind of winds around the lodge property.”

	“Okay,” Noreen said, then broke into a sprint.

	“Dammit!” Diego said.

	Within a few seconds, he blew by her. Only moments after that, a series of throaty grunts and violent wood snaps let them know the thing was coming. Noreen closed her eyes and pumped her legs as fast as they’d go. Diego, however, did look back.

	“Sheees,” he said, seeing the thing putting his legs into hyperdrive.

	Noreen, running blindly, tripped over a stone and whoomphed hard against the mossy earth. “Help,” she gasped on a massive inhalation as she tried to fill her lungs.

	Diego didn’t stop, didn’t look. His feet hit the creek bed and he hooked a left.

	Noreen’s lungs started cooperating because within a few seconds she screamed for maybe ten racing heartbeats. She pushed up to her knees, taking a deep inhalation, then barking a fresh scream. She managed one more step before she was silenced for good by a strike that sent her flying into a tree, her temple connecting with the stub of a broken branch. The jagged wood pierced her brain. Hanging by her head, Noreen’s body jerked with spasmodic death throes until the creature came to feast on a dripping shower of hot, red blood.

	 

	 


 

	TWENTY

	Luna and Tia followed Farabee over the embankment next to cabin 31, holding hands to keep from slipping. Farabee paid them little mind. At the bottom of the relatively short, though steep, drop was a small red flag on a wire. The wire had been driven into the ground.

	“What’s that?” Luna said.

	Farabee glanced back. “That’s where I found a prosthetic claw.”

	As if struck by lightning, Luna recalled seeing the reflective metal down there, then covered her mouth as she gasped. “I saw that. I didn’t think…Jayna was missing a hand! I should’ve thought! I should’ve known!”

	Tia folded her arms over her chest. “I don’t like that. They’re pretty well attached, aren’t they?” she said.

	“What do you mean?” Farabee said, clearly annoyed that they’d stopped only seconds into the search.

	“Well, like something must’ve yanked it off her, right?” Tia said.

	Luna groaned. 

	Farabee frowned, huffing. “Hardly. Most likely she wasn’t watching where she walked, tipped over the hill, hit her head, and wandered off, hand forgotten thanks to a concussion.”

	“Oh,” Tia said. “That makes more sense, I guess.”

	“She guesses,” Farabee said, starting away again.

	Tia and Luna both rolled their eyes.

	Beyond a thick copse of trees, the forest opened, though the canopy of foliage was so abundant little sunlight streamed through. They moved slowly, scanning the ground. Tia and Luna walked together; Farabee kept his distance from them.

	“Don’t think he likes us,” Tia whispered.

	“Don’t think I care,” Luna said. “He was much nicer on the phone.”

	Tia bumped her shoulder into Luna’s. “Maybe he’s used to looking like a treat to women who call the station.”

	“I’d guess he doesn’t think much of lesbians.”

	Tia clicked her tongue. “If he’s anything like my ex, he acts like that, but he’s got a closet full of girl-on-girl porno.”

	“They always do,” Luna said, kicking at an old-fashioned soda bottle, half sunken into the dirt. “Have you ever done a search party?”

	“No. Have you?”

	Luna stretched her spine, hands pressed into the small of her back. “No, but I’m sure they typically have more people. This is kind of crazy…though what we consider local ranges about fifty kilometers; it can’t be easy to find immediate help for something like this.”

	“Where did they look yesterday?” Tia said, scanning the dirt and forest debris for any sign of recent humanity, seeing only heavy-treaded boot prints.

	“I was out for part of it. We did a quick pass of a big loop around the property and across the road. I obviously wasn’t there when he found the hook. I feel like such an idiot for not piecing that glinting metal to Jayna.”

	“You couldn’t know.” Tia jerked her chin out and said, “We’d better keep up. Don’t need three of us lost.”

	Luna started walking toward the cop; he was maybe thirty yards away. “We have maps, and if you find the creek, it kind of wraps around the property. I’m guessing that’s why people had settled here way back when.”

	“You mean before or after the Natives?” Tia had to push to keep up thanks to a pair of rather stubby legs.

	“During. The European colonizers mostly obtained the land legally.” Luna put the final word in air quotes. “There’s remnants of a cabin somewhere around here where a painter named Auguste Mebazza lived. He did a lot of social stuff about the lives of the Natives; did a lot with contrasts. Black and whites and browns with a couple slashes of bright purple. I believe he was from somewhere in North Africa.”

	“Really?”

	“A couple of his pieces are in the VAG. I’ve never seen them. I only know because I got an intern position in high school. Thought it’d be some great experience, but mostly I moved boxes of paperwork and helped out around the gift shop.”

	“Crazy. I worked one summer at an art gallery, but I knew going in I’d be sitting in the ticket booth the whole time. I got to hang out after hours with some cool artists, and some not so cool ones. The worst were the flippantly sexual ones who acted all annoyed when I didn’t want to drop acid and strip naked for a little bodily exploration.”

	“I went through a brief period like that,” Luna said.

	“Well, yeah, but I was only fifteen when I worked the ticket booth. I did all the fun stuff in college, before I dropped out to get married.”

	“You never told me…did you get pregnant?”

	“Yep. Then I miscarried and I should’ve listened to that little voice in the back of my mind telling me to run.”

	“Hey! What’s the hold up? We have to cover a lot—” Farabee began, but a scream from a good distance away pierced the calm of the forest and sent him running toward the action, not ten seconds after that, a gunshot echoed through the woods, coming from a different direction altogether. 


 

	TWENTY-ONE

	Oscar and Marv followed Officer Leetch across the road. The trees were smallish, the young results of logging efforts from sometime during the last twenty years. Each footfall crunched through forest debris, more felt than heard thanks to the bear bells attached to Leetch’s belt, the bells alongside the man’s endlessly moving mouth. 

	“Those other guys, they’re from the city. They can scoff at my bells all they want, but there’ll be no bears popping out to spook me, tell you what,” Leetch said. He was on the smooth side of thirty-five, walked with a bounce in his step, appeared to hate silence. “One time, when I was a teenager, well, this little girl, she goes missing, right? Yeah, so, my mom volunteered me to help with the search. There were hundreds of us searching. We never found the girl, not that day. She was found later, picked apart by animals. Wolves most guessed. Got big wolves up here. But, anyway, there was a ton of people looking and we never found her. Don’t know what good like a dozen of us will do.”

	Oscar huffed. “Feels like a waste to be even over here. Like, why would she wander this far from her cabin?”

	“Head injuries, if that’s what happened, can be very scary. I had a neighbor who fell out of the back of his truck. He hit his head hard enough that he can’t put sentences together anymore. Though that was a long time ago, perhaps therapy has done him good,” Marv said.

	“Nuts. All makes me feel like wearing a helmet all the time. Got a cousin, she’s a retard and has these fits and she never goes anywhere with out her Cooper bucket. Same style Mario Lemieux wears. You know, round with those little wing humps at the sides to cover up the sizing screws?”

	Neither Oscar nor Marv said anything to this.

	“Y’all watch hockey?”

	“No.”

	“No.”

	Leetch spun on his heels, tilting his head sideways, expression stretched high on his face. “You’re kidding! Man, I played a few games for the Prince George Cougars. I only got like fifteen minutes all told, but it was cool. That’s in the Western Hockey League. Junior hockey. I was seventeen. They had some injury problems, which was how I got onto the roster at all. Tough nut to crack, making a team like that.” He turned around and began walking anew. Not three seconds later he shot out his arm, pointing at the sky. “Bald eagle! Eagles never get old, even seeing them every day.”

	“Umm, should we maybe split up?” Marv said. “Feels like we aren’t covering much ground, walking together like this.”

	Leetch nodded vigorously. “Yeah, good call. Stay where we can see each other, yeah?”

	Marv went right and Oscar went left. The chatter ceased, but was immediately replaced by Leetch calling out, “Jayna Plantz! Jayna Plantz, are you out here?”

	They continued forward for more than three hours, coming together now and then to sip from a shared canteen and listen to seemingly random anecdotes from the cop. When they resumed, they did so without luck, finding no signs of the woman, though they did come across several signs of bears. The scat was unmistakable, big as cattle plops, though chunky and full of berries rather than smooth and milkshake-like. 

	Marv, doubting he’d be this close to wild nature again, he squatted to study an especially big mound of shit. It really was nothing like any animal waste he’d seen. It was so, so fresh looking he imagined little steam lines playing up from it like something out of a comic.

	“You find a trace of her?” Leetch shouted from thirty feet away.

	Marv rose. “No!”

	“Okay! Jayna! Jayna Plantz!”

	From only a few yards to Marv’s right, a wall of shrubs shook and crackled. A tiny bear stumbled through and looked up at Marv. Immediately, it began a bleating whine. The wall of shrubs shook violently then. 

	“Run, fella!” Leetch shouted. “Go!”

	The mother grizzly lumbered into the thinner trees with pure menace written upon her brown and black face. Great dollops of saliva oozed down from her rubbery gums. She stood on her hindlegs and let loose a throaty growl that sent that saliva sailing in gooey streams. Her fur was visibly greasy, thick, almost like porcupine quills. Her claws a simple promise of pain and damage. And her stink…

	Marv broke into as close to a run as he could muster, which was about 4 MPH. 

	“Hey! Over here!” Leetch shouted. He had his handgun drawn and pointed it at the sky. “Over here!” He fired into the air.

	The sound startled Marv and his toe snagged beneath a tree root. He face-planted hard enough to knock the wind from his lungs and snap his radius and ulna simultaneously with a sickening, two-toned crack. He gasped and gagged as he writhed on the forest floor, holding his bad arm with his good hand. 

	“Oh, shit,” Oscar said, standing over Marv, his attention ping-ponging between the bear and the man on the ground.

	The bear and her cub did not care for Leetch’s screaming or the sound of that single shot he’d let ring and scurried back into the thick shrubbery like bested trolls retreating to the shadows beneath a bridge. 

	Marv had his wind back and Oscar was helping him to stand. The man was soaked with pain sweat—on top of the moderate sweating he’d done simply walking around—and his broken arm bulged hideously, the snapped bones poking at his purpling flesh.

	Leetch came running. “Hokey Dinah! Ain’t that a bad one.”

	“Can you radio for an ambulance?” Oscar said.

	“Sure, but it won’t do us any good out here. We’ll have to walk. Can you walk?” Leetch said, nodding as he spoke, likely suggesting there was no other option—walk or…walk.

	Marv had gone pale, his pallor yellowy, something akin to edam cheese. His eyes were glassy and vacant. “Yes,” he whispered.

	“Here,” Oscar said, unstrapping the canteen from his shoulder. 

	Marv tilted his face up to meet the mouth of the bottle while Leetch turned his back to the men and spoke into his walkie-talkie. He spun back around once through, his expression scrunched into the middle of his face. 

	“Got some bad news,” he said through a grimace. “Paramedics are all tied up. Guess a milk tanker lost control and barreled into a little league game. Can’t get anyone to come get him, not soon.”

	“Can you take him?” Oscar said.

	“I’m okay. I can drive,” Marv said, sounding dopey, sounding as if he’d spent the afternoon taking hits from a bong.

	“Yeah, I could, but we’d have to find McDaniels. We rode together and, well, don’t think he’d appreciate riding home in the back of Farabee’s cruiser,” Leetch said.

	Oscar sighed, motor-boating his lips. “I guess I can drive him, once we get back.”

	Leetch patted Oscar’s shoulder. “We all got to pitch in when there’s a jam, am I right?”

	“Whatever,” Oscar said, his hand on Marv’s back, aiming to be ready if the man tipped.

	They walked, no longer looking for much of anything. Leetch told them about a friend who’d lost a good dog to a grizzly, then told them about an even bigger bear he’d heard about, running wild down south, and then how he never did much art on account of his high school cutting it from the syllabus halfway through ninth grade.

	“Budget cuts, know what I mean?”

	“I think I’m okay now—” Marv began, then vomited onto the gravel at the shoulder of the road, just across from the lodge. 


 

	TWENTY-TWO

	It was clear from the moment they met the cop that he didn’t see much use in looking for Jayna Plantz or, perhaps, didn’t care much about finding her. Officer McDaniels was a big man with a block head and a barrel chest, he had close-set eyes and the air of someone who doesn’t know they’re the dumbest person in the room—or rather, the forest. He had matching crosses on the backs of both arms, just above the wrinkles of his elbows, and had to weigh close to 300 pounds. He’d led the way directly west of the lodge, which first took them down a hill to a fast stream with a plank bridge crossing it, then up another hill to off and on glades. Every ten minutes or so, they’d fan out and look for traces of humanity, and, upon finding nothing, McDaniels would locate a rock or stump in a shady spot and park it until he had his breath back.

	Though the situation suggested they should be somber, even worried, Paul and Carla were anything but. They snuck behind trees to steal kisses and paw at one another. Sometimes they held hands. Carla had declared that it was a mistake to leave his room the night before and Paul declared it had been a mistake to let her. 

	They’d been out for hours and stopped for a break in a glade. It had the only hints of humanity they’d seen so far. Though the hints were almost ancient. The remnants of a wooden cabin foundation poking from the grass, the char marks from a fire still visible despite the many decades since flames had touched the wood.

	“Do you know any of the history about this place?” Paul said to McDaniels. 

	McDaniels had stretched out on the mossy grass with a chubby arm resting over his eyes. “I ain’t from here. I come over from Calgary way.”

	“Ah, I see,” Paul said. He opened his mouth to speak further, but nothing came to mind.

	As he stepped back over to Carla where she had crouched to study the burnt foundation of the long-gone cabin, a scream lit on the air, followed almost immediately by a gunshot. The scream sounded close; the shot sounded far away. McDaniels rolled to his knees, then pushed to stand. 

	“You two stay here,” McDaniels said as he lumbered toward the sound of the scream.

	Carla and Paul watched him go. Once he was gone from sight, they listened to his distancing footfalls. Once they saw nor heard anything of him, Carla popped to her feet and grabbed Paul by the beltline.

	“We’ll have to be quick,” she said, breathy words hot and damp in his ear.

	As she unbuttoned and unzipped his jeans, he worked at doing the same to her pants. His dropped, almost comically. Carla had to squirm to get hers down over her fleshy hips. She had only one leg free by the time they fell to the grass, rolling over what had once been the location of Auguste Mebazza’s studio. 

	“I don’t do this, you know,” Carla said, her nails digging into Paul’s back.

	“I haven’t in a long time,” Paul said, using his left hand to hold himself up and his right hand to guide himself inside Carla.

	She let out a slight moan the moment he entered, her grip on his back tightening. Paul began to thrust, going a medium pace despite that they might not have much time. He’d been so ready to go since the first night he and Carla had hung out, he worried about time for a different reason than being caught. Underperforming was fine when neither party cared, but he cared for Carla, hadn’t felt a connection like this since the early years of his marriage.

	“I’ve missed this,” Carla whispered, then kissed Paul’s bare neck—once pressing her lips to the worn collar of his t-shirt. 

	“Me too,” Paul said.

	His arms were beginning to ache, so he picked up his pace. Carla let out a running whine that hitched with every breath. Paul felt himself getting close and put all his weight on his left arm so he could snake his right down to Carla’s clitoris, only to discover her hand was already there. He roved his hand high instead to squeeze her breast. Then, with little final warning, he yanked himself free and blew into the grass like a mis-guided missile.

	Carla sighed.

	Paul fell sideways into the grass. “You know,” he said around panted breaths, “I think, with lots of practice, we could be very good together.”

	“No doubt,” Carla said, rolling to stand. “Get dressed before the meathead returns.” 

	Paul watched her waddled toward the treeline. He located his underwear and jeans, scooting around on his butt rather than standing. He pressed his shoulders into the mossy grass and lifted to get his underwear, then pants, up. 

	A volley of gunshots sliced through the forest’s serenity. Paul sat straight, eyes wide. 

	“Jesus save me!” McDaniels shouted as he raced back to the glade—more lumbering thanks to a pitiful top speed. He was soaked, dishevelled, and pale as a white Russian’s thigh.  Trees snapped behind him in a flurry. “Help!” he screeched a moment before a long-clawed paw raked him backward, slicing the flesh away from his face, left to right, like the man had been wearing a rubber mask. 

	Paul jumped to his feet, pivoting to shout, “Hide!” at Carla. When he turned back, the incredible beast was upon him—McDaniels was a stomped mound of humanity by then. “How the—?” 

	The beast silenced him as it leapt onto his chest. His ribs snapped in a chorus of agony. The wind gusted from his lungs in a gargling whoosh. His blood was driven up into his skull. The pressure caused his eyes to pop from their sockets and dangle on his cheeks. 

	His final clear thought before slipping into a welcome abyss was: did a rat mate a grizzly? The beast bent and lapped at the hot, hot blood spurting from Paul’s mouth, nose, eye sockets, and ears. A tree branch snapping stole its attention and it stomped Paul into the soft soil as it went to investigate.

	Paul was alone in the remains of Auguste Mebazza’s studio, his heart managing to beat despite it all. Screams and the crackles of tree limbs played soundtrack to his certain demise, but he heard nothing and saw nothing. He felt something cold and wet, but nothing connected. If his eyes were working, he would’ve seen the thick purple substance. If his ears were working, he would’ve heard the strange rumble beneath him. The cold wetness increased, and Paul felt himself sinking a moment before falling unconscious, two feet below the mossy sod.


 

	TWENTY-THREE

	Diego overshot his intended route as he followed the creek. The sound of several gunshots in a row incited his turn from the water. He bolted toward a hilly section of forest and once into a clearing, he spotted the lodge’s roof high above the treetops, way up another forested hill.

	His legs felt like half-melted rubber and his chest burned like he’d been inhaling chlorine rather than oxygen. Cardio was a fickle mistress, and if one did not acknowledge her regularly, she would make a body pay. At times, his vision blurred, and in the peripheries, he saw the horrible creature stalking him. It was like something out of a New Yorker’s nightmare. It was, at least partly, a big damned rat. Had the snout and the little paws, the beady eyes and the long tail. It was patchy with light grey fur upon a charcoal body. What didn’t fit was the shape of the top of its head, the length of its claws, it walked on hindlegs, and those rear legs were highly un-rat-like. They were more akin to a bear…or a man.

	He shook his head, trying to Etch-A-Sketch shake the vision from the forefront of his mind as he pushed on up the final hill. Less than a third of the way to the top, he dropped to his hands and knees and crawled, slobber drooling from his spread lips while he gasped harshly for air. 

	He had to stop again, despite being almost there, despite that he could see the rear walls and rooftops of many of the cabins now. He lay on his back, trying to fill his lungs more than the little ways they were currently willing to fill. He stared up through the canopy of tree limbs wondering just how in the hell that thing was possible. He began to sob.

	Noreen was surely as dead as the cop, Ekholm. There’d been shots, too; how many more were dead?

	Then again, perhaps those shots were enough. It was possible that the creature was nothing more than an unusual carcass by now. Please, let it be so.

	As if the universe was eavesdropping on his thoughts, four more shots echoed through the woods, thirty seconds later, a fifth came, then a scream. It was enough to get Diego moving again. After five minutes of further struggle, he crested the hill. He used the back wall of one of the cabins to get to his feet. 

	Stumbling, he rounded two cabins until reaching an alley wide enough to traverse without being coated in spider webs. Tracey stood in the middle of the parking lot, frantically looking around.

	“Hey!” she said, running to Diego. “What the hell’s going on?”

	Diego swallowed a serving of saliva—it felt like acid playing down his throat. “There’s a…” he trailed. If he said rat, she wouldn’t understand. “There’s a goddamned monster! It killed Noreen and that cop, Ekland. Probably it killed the missing woman, too!”

	Tracey shook her head in tight strokes, a frown deepening the creases between her eyebrows. “You’re not making sense. How can they be dead? I heard gunshots.”

	“A monster! A real life monster!”

	Before Tracey had a chance to ask for clarification, Officer Leetch hurried into the parking lot, sweaty and disheveled. 

	“Who’s shooting?” he said.

	Diego pointed with his left arm while he leaned against his knee with his right. His breathing remained a long way from normal. “There’s a monster. Noreen and Officer Ekland—”

	“Ekholm,” Leetch said, now also leaning on a knee.

	“They’re dead. There’s a fucking monster!” Diego said, tears sliding freely down his face.

	“Dead?” Leetch whispered. He shifted his gaze to Tracey. She could only shrug. “Where?” He was again looking at Diego, his eyes hard, a sneer tipping the left side of his mouth toward his red and pitted nose.

	Diego straightened, swallowing almost constantly, and reached into the back pocket of his Dungarees for the print-out of the aerial map. “We went north. Here, I think. In this glade.” He pointed at a blob of grey on the map. “This side of the creek. It came out of nowhere. It got Ekl—Ekholm first, then…then…I only got away because Noreen was so slow. I didn’t try to save her! I just—just ran!”

	Diego dropped into a puddle of humanity then, rocking and weeping, letting loose a trio of agonized howls.

	“You don’t have an ATV?” Leetch said to Tracey.

	Tracey shook her head. “There’s a tractor, but it’s slow and it couldn’t…do you think he hit his head or something? What kind of monster—”

	“Listen, lady. You may not know it, but there’s grizzlies outside your window every night big enough to eat you whole,” Leetch said, his tone furious.

	“Not a bear,” Diego said, almost to himself.

	Tracey pointed at him. “I know bears are here, he says it’s not—”

	Leetch growled at her. “Listen, lady. In a few minutes two guys are going to show up. One has a broken arm. There were gunshots. This nut case says people are dead and a monster did it. I don’t need to hear arguments, just—Christ!” He charged off, walking nearly as fast as a jog, heading to an alley between cabins where a path would take him north into the forest.

	“Broken arm? Who has a broken arm?” Tracey said after he’d gone. She then looked at Diego. “Do you need a rest in your cabin, some food, a drink?”

	“A drink. A fucking tall glass of whiskey!” Diego rolled over and began crawling toward the lodge entry, pausing often, whenever the gravel burred the pads of his hands.

	Tracey watched him go in a mild state of shock—what would make a man crawl for a glass a whiskey if not a murderous bear? 

	“Wait!” she said, chasing him down. 

	By the time she reached the entrance, she saw Marv and Oscar. Marv leaned forward and vomited something yellowy and chunky into the gravel. He straightened then and began walking anew, his legs stiff as Frankenstein’s monster’s. Tracey could now see that Marv was sopping with sweat and had gone a green-hued white beneath his moderate tan. He was holding a lumpy arm up before him like it was leading the way home.

	“Do you have anything to dull pain?” Oscar shouted from the edge of the road. 

	“Fuck,” she whispered. “Yeah, give me a minute!” She looked down at Diego who had come to lie flat on the foyer carpet. “You, stay put. I’ll grab you a drink.”

	She rushed by him. In the apartment she and Luna shared at the back of the Lodge she had some codeine from a wisdom tooth extraction that had hurt very little—which was why she had pills remaining—and she had her weed. On her way back, she’d grab a bottle of Wiser’s, some ice, and some cups. Once everyone was calm, she’d try the phone—it had cut out on her this morning while she was chatting up a farmer looking to unload some fresh produce.

	 

	 


 

	TWENTY-FOUR

	Officer Farabee had no trouble tracking the movements of what he assumed was a Guinness Record Book kind of grizzly bear. The soil was overturned, there were massive footprints, and there was blood. There’d also been bits of white and pink that he didn’t bother getting too close to. He assumed pieces of human, but if he didn’t check, he could remain blissfully ignorant for the time being. 

	After the glade, the tracks hooked north up a steep hill. He was in decent shape, but a hiker he was not. He was huffing and wheezing by the time he reached the top. He knelt a moment to catch his breath and survey the space. There was more blood, as well as apiece of leg and a handgun lying next to a freshly-felled spruce—a tree not felled by typical means. This one was covered in deep gouges that looked like claw marks. Where it broke from the stump was weepy and pale, glistening beneath the afternoon sun. 

	Signs of an aggressor notwithstanding, it appeared he’d missed the action and was alone. He withdrew his walkie-talkie and flipped to CB, then pressed the call button. 

	“Farabee to base. Farabee to base. Come in base.”

	“Yandle here, go ahead.”

	“Yeah, Clare, can you make a call to forest services? We’ve got an especially aggressive grizzly here at Back Woods Lodge. Two officers down, at least one citizen dead.”

	“What?” Yandle shouted, her voice crackling in the little speaker. “Who?”

	“McDaniels and Ekholm. It’s a total fucking mess out here. Just get who you can from forest services. And get them out here fast, got it?”

	“Got it. Keep in touch,” Yandle said.

	“Will do, over.” Farabee clipped the device to his beltline. 

	He rose from where he’d crouched behind the ample greenery. He stepped to the gun. It smelled like hot metal and grease, was still slightly warm to the touch. The weapon slipped into his beltline at the back of his slacks. 

	Blood reflected sunlight, announcing itself to the cop. Not ten feet from the biggest concentration was a purply puddle resting on the soil and mossy grass. Farabee knelt to consider it, considered touching it, but thought better of it—they were awfully close to an Anvil outfit, and Anvil found its way into the news more than was usual for a big corporation, nearly always for appalling environmental reasons. 

	“Yandle to Farabee. Come in, Farabee.”

	Farabee unclipped his walkie-talkie once again. “Farabee here.”

	“Doug and Bernie Mantha are on their way over there. Should arrive before five. Told them to bring the big guns.”

	Farabee nodded. “Perfect. Thank you, Clare.”

	“Be safe, Mike.”

	“Yep. Over.” The device returned to his belt.

	Farabee stepped deeper into the clearing, scanning the trees for signs of the bear’s movement. He saw nothing, until he did.

	“Hey, you! Up there!” he said through hands cupping his mouth, bull-horning his words to the woman twenty feet up a tree. Her expression was blank, her eyes gazing vacantly. “Hey, lady!”

	The woman had no reaction to his words.

	“Shit,” he said, then shrugged. Without a clear trail to follow, he was all but useless. “Stay put!” he called out to the woman before turning around and heading back the way he’d come. He withdrew his walkie-talkie once more. He switched to local. “Leetch, come in.”

	After about thirty seconds, Farabee’s device squawked at him.

	“Leetch…here.”

	“We have two officers down, though I have yet to make visuals. One or more civilian deaths. I have a woman stuck in a tree, looks like shock. You near the lodge?”

	“No. I got coordinates…from one of the…artists. Signs of violence.”

	“Where exactly?”

	Leetch explained where he was, according to the map, taking several breathers mid-sentence as he spoke. 

	“Stay put. I’ll be heading back that way. Need a ladder to get the woman down. Over,” Farabee said, giving the glade another look before heading down the hill.

	“Got it.”

	 

	 


 

	TWENTY-FIVE

	Luna and Tia distantly trailed Farabee, using the creek and his footprints as a guide. What exactly was happening, they had no idea, but guessed something went down involving a grizzly, or maybe a wolf or a moose. They really had no grasp of the situation until they came upon the glade.

	Tia began to breathe in erratic sips, her body tensed, pointing to the grass with a paint-smattered right index finger. “That—that—that.”

	“What?” Luna said, leaning down, squinting. She saw the strange object, but it wasn’t computing. She moved closer and knelt, staring, still not understanding. “What is it?”

	“A—a—a fing—finger.”

	The word snapped what she was looking at into shape. It wasn’t a finger, but a thumb. It was slender and had chipped blue polish on the nail.

	“Holy fuck. The hairdresser…Noreen, she had blue nail polish, right?”

	Tia was shaking all over, tears spilling down her cheeks. “I wanna go home,” she said. Her puffy lips began to shudder, her chin quivering. In a body-wrenching jerk, she started sobbing into her palms.

	“We’re going back, right now.” Luna took Tia by the shoulders and turned her away from the gruesome discovery. 

	Moving faster than they had since leaving the lodge, the pair cut through the woods. They didn’t follow any trail and paid for it with myriad scratches and aggravating attacks from burrs, pinecones, and thorns. After close to twenty minutes of determined motion, they heard branches snapping and grunted breaths. They both instinctively ducked into a catcher’s crouch, waiting, watching, silently wishing it was something small. 

	They saw the blue of Leetch’s sweaty uniform, the black of the utilities affixed to his belt, and remained silent and moveless. Once he was gone, Luna rose, not quite able to stand straight thanks to a low-hanging spruce branch. 

	“Okay, come on,” Luna said, nudging Tia’s shoulder.

	Tia stiffened, then relaxed.  “What was it?” she whispered. She’d had her eyes closed.

	“One of the cops. Come on, we’re almost back.”

	They still had close to half an hour of ambling, but Luna had lessened their time and effort by finding the path the cop had taken. It was after 3:00 PM when they ascended the hill that led up to the cabins. The parking lot was barren aside from vehicles and a couple crows.

	“What are you doing?” Luna said when Tia broke away from her side.

	“I’m showering, packing, and leaving. I signed up for peace and motivation. I didn’t sign up to be bear food.”

	Luna could only nod. Really, she wanted to weep just as Tia had when they’d discovered Noreen’s thumb. This retreat was supposed to be her and Tracey’s retirement plan. A few days in and the grand scheme was ruined. They’d almost certainly have to return to the lodge’s original design: hunting. The thought of it made her sick.

	“Hunting lodge is better than no lodge,” she said, wiping her eyes as she crossed the lot. “Be lucky if everyone doesn’t sue.” She didn’t say her next thought, which was she was lucky just to be alive, given what had happened—and she didn’t know even a third of it.

	Tracey burst through the entrance doors and wrapped her arms around Luna. “I’m so happy to see you. This is chaos.”

	Luna squeezed back. “Noreen, pretty sure she’s dead.”

	“She is. So are two of the cops. Diego made it away from the thing.”

	Luna pushed Tracey to an arm’s length. “Two cops…what thing? Wasn’t a bear?”

	Tracey shook her head. “He said it was a giant rat-like monster—oh, and Marv broke his arm. Oscar took him to the hospital. The retreat’s fucked.”

	“A rat-like monster? Is he high?”

	Tracey shrugged, wide-eyed, letting her hand’s slip from Luna’s arms. “No matter what, he’s in shock now. He had three ounces of whiskey, which calmed him down, but he stopped talking about ten minutes ago. He’s just sitting in the lobby with his back against the wall, couldn’t even get him to the couch.”

	“Well, I guess we know it couldn’t possibly get worse,” Luna said. “What about John Bride, did he come out of his cabin yet?”

	Tracey smacked her forehead with a flattened palm. “I forgot. He wasn’t answering his door, so I went inside, and he wasn’t there. I told you about last night, remember? What if he didn’t smoke it in his room? What if he took a walk and…” she trailed, leading the horse to the bad news trough.

	A trio of hitches rocked Luna’s shoulders before a great howling sob barreled free. “What in the hell—?”

	Tia’s cabin door burst open, then was kicked closed. Tia’s hair was wet, her t-shirt clinging to her chest and shoulders. She hurried to her rental car with her luggage held tight against her. The big bag went into the backseat. 

	“Key’s in the door!” she shouted across the lot to Luna and Tracey. 

	She got behind the wheel. The engine was quiet, her front wheels kicking up dust while it sent gravel flying out the sides and pinging off the car’s frame. She swung out in an awkward U-turn, almost pulling a donut. More dust lifted and hung on the air as she sped toward the road. 

	“Something’s wrong,” Tracey said.

	Tia yanked the wheel hard, sending the rear end into a skid. She slammed the breaks, turning sideways on the asphalt with a howling, rubbery screech. The front end was facing the lodge.

	“What the hell’s she looking at?” Tracey said.

	Tia had leaned over the steering wheel and appeared to be looking skyward to the north of the lodge, just beyond their view.

	“I…I…I don’t know,” Luna said, words accented by wet and whiny blubbering. 

	Tia put her car in reverse, wheeling around in a herky-jerky two-point turn. She pinned the gas pedal, the tires smoking upon the aged, grey asphalt. She drove south less than a yard when a fifteen-foot mass of greasy fur leapt from the trees, onto the rear end of the car. Tia hadn’t buckled-up and launched through the windshield, her hips catching on the steering wheel, keeping her within the car, body pressing on the horn for a five-count before the weight of her knee shifted, canceling the awful HONK! 

	“Diego’s rat,” Tracey whispered, struck immobile by what she saw.

	The creature scrabbled with its rear legs while it pulled against the steel of the car’s roof with its foreclaws, slowing only once it reached Tia. The woman, battered, bloody, flesh rigid with embedded pieces of glass, lifted an arm toward Luna and Tracey, as if asking for help. The proprietors of Back Woods Lodge did not move, wouldn’t have had time if they did move. The creature sniffed at Tia two brief inhalations before stretching its slobbery maw, revealing a set of tipped teeth. Working like a vacuum, the creature sucked Tia from the hood, her hips slipping over the wheel and dash. It bit through Tia’s abdomen with a horrid crunch, then chewed, wet and smacking. Blood squirted free, as did one of Tia’s hands. It sounded like a pleasant summer shower, all that blood pattering onto the car’s hood and roof, but it was anything but pleasant.

	In less than a minute, Tia was nothing more than a stain on the rental car’s dented hood and a few dropped bits on the asphalt. The creature gave a final swallow, then turned to look at Luna and Tracey. It climbed off the car and began a loping jog toward the lodge, moving on its fours.

	Luna broke for the door; Tracey remained, stunned. Luna grabbed her by the neck, yanking and screaming, “Come on!” They made it inside three seconds before the creature reached the heavy door—now slammed and bolted from the inside. It sniffed at the wood for more than a minute before it left them.

	“What in the fuck was that?” Luna whispered.

	Diego was still on the floor, the whiskey bottle empty next to his thigh. “It’s the Grim Reaper’s familiar, and our destiny,” he said, slurring heavily.

	 


 

	TWENTY-SIX

	Together, Farabee and Leetch hurried back to the lodge. Both men were nearly emotionless, stashing away the weight of what happened until later, though, Leetch’s fear showed itself when he suggested they wait to go back out until the parks guys arrived with their bigger weaponry.

	“And leave that woman in the tree? She falls and she’ll probably break her neck.”

	Leetch, huffing anew as they powered up the hill behind the lodge, said, “Yeah, I know, but—”

	“But nothing. We lose two officers and a civilian in one day; the story can’t stop there. Has to be we saved a woman while two officers and a civilian were unfortunate victims. I ain’t staying up in this hellhole forever. I need the commendation over this. I need to get back to a fucking city.” 

	Leetch kicked the gravel, muttering, “Ain’t a hellhole,” the words buried beneath the sound of his bear bells.

	At the top of the hill behind the cabins, instead of heading on to the parking area and front of the lodge, they moved toward the shed in back of the main building. The door remained unlocked from when Luna retrieved the canteens for the search parties.

	They had a little luck going for them. Nearly everything in the shed was old, and when it came to ladders, old meant hard wood, meant heavy. And there were wooden ladders. Shining like a gift from the gods, the aluminum ladder leaned against a wall, price-tag still on it, halfway hidden by a splatter of paint. It was only sixteen feet—which would simply have to work—and weighed about sixty pounds. With one man on either end, the effort was only slightly tougher than walking.

	Farabee was on the front, forcing Leetch to keep pace. They got back down the hill and were about one hundred yards from the cabins when the telltale steel crunch and car horn pairing echoed down to them.

	“Goddammit!” Farabee looked back, eyes passing over Leetch. “You keep going, head up the trail where you saw me come down. I’ll probably catch up to your slow ass before you get far anyway.” 

	He set down his end of the ladder and began to jog back the way they’d come, not waiting for a reply from Leetch.

	“Asshole,” Leetch mumbled as he slid his hand along the edge of the ladder, taking more weight with every inch moved. Once to the middle, he needed two hands to keep the balance. New sweat was joining the old sweat, and he could smell himself, each step sending a puff of air up the collar of his shirt at his face. “Need a shower…need the damned parks guys to hurry the hell up.”

	He wanted to rush away, be anywhere but there, but bravery won out. He had a duty…he also figured given the sounds of trouble back at the lodge, maybe the woods were safer until the parks guys showed.



	



	 

	TWENTY-SEVEN

	Farabee had a sweat going, but he was used to it. He’d come up playing football and hockey; he was good, too. And to be good, one had to be physical, even little guys, and Farabee was no little guy. He’d aged out of any meaningful games, but he hadn’t aged out of hitting the gym.

	He jogged up the hill, free to move as fast as he wanted without anyone holding him back. Around the rear of a row of cabins, and into the parking lot. He stood a moment, trying to understand what he was seeing. On the road was a destroyed sedan—from that distance all he could tell for sure was that it was a Nissan, Toyota, or Honda, given its shape and roof height. The door to the lodge was closed. Fluid had been splashed about the gravel creating a strange, charcoal-hued mud. 

	“Hello?” he called out, jogging toward the car. 

	It was downright odd. There’d been some sort of accident, but there were no signs of life in the vicinity. No looky-loos. No victims. No nothing. Hell, even the birds had buggered off. 

	Thunk. Thunk. Thunk.

	Farabee stopped at the edge of the lot and pivoted, craning his neck to follow the sound. One of the women running the place was banging on the glass—thunk, thunk, thunk—trying to tell him something. He took three steps, understanding only that the woman was terrified. Her words were lost to the distance and the barrier of the glass she was pounding on.

	“I can’t hear you, you dumb—”

	A shadow played over the lot, quieting Farabee’s muttering. The cop looked up, up, up to the roof of the lodge. It was peaked, though not aggressively so. Standing with legs on either side of the shared center edge was a massive grey-brown shape. Its tail twitched behind it and the claws of its forelegs rattled against the sheet metal of the roof. 

	“What the hell are you?” he whispered as he thumbed open the latch on his sidearm holster.

	The moment he drew, the creature leapt, bringing more of its features home to Farabee. A rat about as tall as a giraffe, perhaps a little shorter, but plenty bulky. The muscles in its rear legs rippled beneath its thin fur when it landed three feet from the cop.

	Farabee squeezed, feeling and hearing the clicks of a deadly mistake. The safety. In all the years he’d been a cop, he’d never even had to pull his gun, certainly never shot it outside target practice. He brought the weapon down to flick the slider, but it was too late.

	The rat had turned its horrid head sideways, stretching its triangular maw in the process. Its teeth were fantastic, each looking sharp enough to shred flesh. Its tongue was long and black. Its gums were brown with bits of reddened flesh dotting about like a case of 3D freckles.

	Farabee got his arm about bellybutton high before the enormous creature snapped around his head, then jerked away. An intermittent geyser of blood shot free six incredible lava-like spouts as the decapitated cop took one, two, three steps in reverse before falling back into the gravel.

	One of the women inside the lodge finally shouted loudly enough to be heard in the parking lot. The creature popped, spinning 180° in the air, landing to face a screaming Tracey. She snapped her hands over her mouth, but it was far too late.

	The rat leapt at the window, which was about two feet across and three feet high. The glass shattered and its greasy snout was through, then came the rest of the head. It paused there, wriggling.

	“It’s too big,” Luna said. 

	She and Tracey stood in front of the unlit fireplace. Diego was passed out next to a puddle of vomit and piss on the floor.

	“We should be okay,” Luna said.

	The creature’s wiggling intensified. Suddenly it had its forelegs through. The way it stretched felt impossible when it should’ve been predictable. 

	“Run!” Tracey said.

	She grabbed Luna this time, pulling her along the hallway, past the door to the bar and into their living quarters. Behind them was a symphony of destruction, and it steadily got closer. Uncertain of what to do, they paused in their studio, standing amid the clutter of their various projects and pieces and failures.

	“The bathroom?” Luna said.

	Tracey shook her head. “Let’s hide in another cabin.”

	The rat pounded against the door, sending it screaming on a violent wash of splinter shrapnel. It sniffed and again began to wriggle, this time having twice the room to maneuver its form. Tracey took the lead, sprinting through the back door.

	“Touch every door, then we run into the bush, then through the alley to cabin 21. It’s sniffing for us!” Tracey said.

	“Right!” 

	Luna did as she was told. They worked quickly, almost as if they’d practiced a routine. Time would tell if it would work, but for now it felt like something. Luna got the door of cabin 21 open and Tracey rushed inside, passing Luna. Luna slammed the door and spun the deadbolt, engaged the sliding chain. She then crawled to the window on the front of the cabin and peeked around a musty drape that had likely hung there, at least intermittently between cleanings, for as long as either of them had been alive. 

	There was no creature in sight, not yet.


 

	TWENTY-EIGHT

	Paul came to with the taste of blood in his mouth. He attempted to breathe, inhaling a handful of dirt. He began to choke but was unable to move when his upper half jerked with an involuntary spasm; even his eyes refused to open, seeming as if glued shut. He no longer felt the wounds he’d suffered, it instead felt as if fire ran through his veins. Panic set in quickly and Paul again attempted to jerk himself free, held immobile by whatever was happening to him.

	He felt movement against his flesh. A squirming mass began to coat him like a wriggling, cooling blanket. Worms. They writhed into his mouth, over his tongue, and down his throat, dancing the whole way. 

	They tasted like paint. 

	The fire in his limbs began to subside. He ceased trying to free himself. He ceased trying to see. He ceased trying to breathe. He ceased trying to comprehend.

	Paul lay still, accepting the gift of these worms that danced upon and beneath his flesh in a mass of comfort.

	Paul lay still while the body encasing his consciousness metamorphosized. 

	 

	 


 

	TWENTY-NINE

	By and by, Carla became aware of herself and her surroundings. It started with an ache in her arms from where they wrapped around the tree she’d climbed. Pain in her hands followed, the bark rough and grating. Her legs came next, announcing general weariness. What brought her around fully was recognizing the loss of Paul. She’d known him only a couple days, but being with him was like the turning of a dark page onto a bright one, it truly felt as if, given time and space, love could grow in that void that had festered in her heart. 

	Tears spilled down her cheeks, but she dared not utter a peep. She had no idea where that hideous beast had gone and anything more than heavy breathing felt as if it would give away her location. She also couldn’t get down; physically, she had little clue how she’d climbed so high, though she recalled it all, and at the time, hadn’t second guessed herself an iota. Turned out she had an extraordinary gear that kicked in when a bodily risk to her life presented itself.

	To the south of where she clung, a strange clatter alongside footfalls forced her to hold her breath. She glanced up, wondering if it was possible to climb higher—maybe climb so high she’d get the hell out of the whole mess. But no, higher wasn’t an option.

	Her attention returned to the clunky movement coming her way. 

	“Hello, lady?” a man’s voice said, cutting through the quiet and allowing her to breathe. “Lady, you still out here?”

	Carla was not at all expecting to hear a man’s voice, maybe not ever again. She cleared her throat, then said, “Yes. Yes. Up in a tree.”

	Leetch cut across the glade, stepping on an especially soft mound of earth, purple worms squirting free like puddle offshoots. “Ugh,” he said, slowing only a hair. “Did the bear come back?”

	“It’s not a bear…I think we should be quiet.”

	“It’s okay, a couple park services guys are on their way.”

	Carla huffed, seeing the ladder over the man’s shoulder, and said, “Just help me down, please.”

	“How’d you get so high?” Leetch said, putting the ladder against the tree. 

	The top rung was about eight inches below the bottom of Carla’s feet.

	“I don’t know.” Carla was terrified, those eight inches felt like eight thousand feet. She dropped her right foot from the branch and bent her left knee, waving her shoe above the rung, not quite finding anything solid.

	“Almost, just get a little lower now,” Leetch said from the base of the ladder.

	Carla took a deep breath, put both feet back on the branch, adjusted her grip, then tried again. There it was, slick and terribly skinny. She kept hold of the tree, letting the bark scrape painfully along her arms and tummy where her shirt bunched up beneath her bra—it seemed like only moments had passed since Paul’s soft but firm touch had played over that receptive flesh. She lowered her right foot, then left. Her grip on the tree loosened. Right foot, left.

	“That’s the ticket,” Leetch said.

	Once Carla’s hands touched the cool aluminum, she raced the rest of the way down. On steady ground, she looked at Leetch. He was drenched in sweat.

	“We can’t stay in the forest. It will come back.”

	“The bear?” Leetch said, frowning.

	Carla shook her head. “You don’t get it. It’s no fucking bear.”

	Leetch screwed up his expression. “A moose did all—?”

	Carla grabbed him by the sodden collar, putting her face no more than an inch from his. “It’s like a rat, but it’s fifteen feet tall. It’s killed people. We can’t be out here.”

	Leetch looked at the ladder.

	“Forget the ladder,” Carla said. “Nobody will mind if it sits out here a few days, a month; hell, I’d be surprised if anybody thinks about this stupid fucking ladder again.”

	Whether he believed her or not, Leetch looked relieved to be heading back without a ladder. They walked slowly and carefully. Carla did not try to push Leetch’s pace, despite how badly she ached to be indoors, behind walls and beneath a sturdy roof. The man didn’t understand, didn’t believe, but he had a gun and maybe that would be enough when the damned thing returned to an unfinished meal.

	When they reached the final hill, and saw the backs of the cottages, Carla let half the pent anxiety hiss from her system. They climbed slowly, Leetch grunting and wheezing the entire way. They stepped out through an alley between cabins. To Carla, the parking lot seemed strangely quiet. No birds chirping. No people coming or going. 

	“What the hell’s this all about?” Leetch said, breaking into a slow jog, heading toward the smashed window near the entry of the lodge.

	With his movement, he was no longer blocking her view and revealed the totaled car out on the road. Something was desperately wrong here.

	Crunch!

	The creature’s shadow came first, its physical embodiment close behind, reappearing as it leapt from the roof of the lodge onto one of the police cruisers, pancaking the rear end. Leetch stumbled backward, unclipping his gun. He let off two quick shots before the creature launched itself at the man, pinning him against the lodge wall. Carla couldn’t look away, not when his eyes bulged, almost popping, not when one of his organs lolled from his mouth like a veiny pink sock. His cheeks turned purple, as did his ears. The whites of his eyes had been shaded by an unmistakable deep red hue. 

	A scream barreled up Carla’s throat, wholly beyond her control.

	The creature spun and looked at her. It took two steps. Carla pivoted in the gravel and broke into a sprint toward a row of cabins. A door opened and Luna and Tracey waved for her to enter. She set her direction and ran looking over her shoulder.

	The creature leapt and Carla took a buttonhook left, dodging into a tight U-shaped route. Tracey yanked Luna out of the doorway and slammed the door, but it was too late. The thing had seen them, wanted them. It smashed its pointed head through the curtained window, moving fluidly, looking something akin to a beaver underwater. There were screams and wood cracking after the initial shattering of glass. The cabin teetered. Luna’s limp body flew out the broken window, her hips on backwards, her eyes wide and glassy, her left leg bent at the knee, toes to her tummy.

	A truck wheeled into the parking lot. Carla jerked around, started running toward it and the men in the cab.

	The men were in flannel and jeans, each held a heavy rifle. The man who’d ridden shotgun said, “Hear you got a mean grizzly.”

	Carla waved her hands over her head. “Get back in the truck!”

	The driver started to say something, then abruptly unshouldered the rifle strap and took aim over Carla’s shoulder. The other man followed suit. Shots whizzed by her head, the echoing reports massive, offering a modicum of hope. 

	“Get in the truck,” the driver said—as if she needed to be told.

	“Ahh!” 

	Carla heard the scream but did not turn. Did not have to turn, blood had splashed the backs of her calves. More shots rang out. There was another pitiful scream. Carla got in the driver’s side and felt the ignition, her fingers finding the slim gulley within the steel base. 

	The keys were not there.

	She lifted her gaze. The creature had a few little holes about its abdomen where blood trickled free like the flow of a clogged lawn fountain. It wasn’t invincible, that was something. Those wounds didn’t change its eating habits. The creature was bent over the driver, chowing through his belly like it was made of vanilla soft serve and it had just gotten out of day surgery.

	Carla began to whimper as her eyes and hands darted about the cab, looking for a spare key. Nothing in the glovebox, nothing behind the sun visors, nothing under the mat beneath her feet, and only cigarette butts in the ashtray. There was nowhere to go, nowhere to hide, no way to get the hell out of there.

	The creature lifted its blood-slickened face from the man who’d driven the truck and started toward Carla.


 

	THIRTY

	The squirming, writhing sensations on and beneath his flesh changed, and Paul felt himself lifted from the soil into the bright, bright world above. He lay flat just a moment before standing upright, feeling almost weightless in the effort, and more whole than ever. He looked at his now bare feet…they seemed so far. They were pale brown, the flesh rubbery, the nails of his toes had grown and were savagely downturned into claws. His pants were gone, his penis and scrotum hidden behind a coat of bright purple feathers. His hands touched his chest—those nails had changed into claws as well—which was also now covered in bright purple feathers.

	“Mebazza,” he whispered, his voice sounding off, the word slipping into his mouth like phlegm from a cold. In a flash, he saw the man’s work, saw the man’s efforts, saw the man’s demise on the very spot he himself had died. “Auguste Mebazza.” And then, as if attaching the art to the artists, he said, “His purple, my…bird.”

	Paul turned his head and looked over his left shoulder. Wings, he’d grown wings. The muscle knowledge was already there when he flapped them. Instantly, his body lifted, his weight tilting as he tested motion. He rose, ten, twenty, thirty, forty feet into the evening sky. From this height, he saw the sum of the region, his gaze stopping when he located the Anvil Group property. A seething, undeniable hate roiled in his guts. 

	Letting himself drop fifteen feet, using gravity as a booster, he started toward the big buildings and their various ponds. He foresaw himself slamming through windows, carving the management into human stewing cubes, then finally setting the entire outfit alight. It was going to be the sweetest, most befitting revenge. 

	He’d not gotten halfway when he heard the scream and yanked backward at such strength that he was suddenly at the whims of gravity’s pull. He dropped like a stone, striking several branches before he could right himself.

	Steel crunched.

	More screaming.

	Gunplay.

	Those screams were what mattered.

	“Carla,” he said through his misshapen face.

	He leapt, caught a draft, and blazed upon the evening sky. What took hours to trek by foot, he flew in less than a minute. The creature that had killed him crouched in the parking lot, feasting upon a man Paul had never seen. He saw her then, hiding in a truck.

	“Drive away,” he said, the words lost in the wind.

	She wasn’t driving and that rat-thing had had its fill of the man. It stalked toward her three steps before pounding onto the truck, crushing the nose in a tire-popping crunch!

	“No,” Paul said, nose-diving into the parking lot. 

	Headfirst, he slammed into the creature, sending him and it tumbling. The strike was so firm, so jarring, that the world blacked away before his eyes for two seconds. When it returned, Paul was beneath the creature. It weighed so, so much more than he did. It had to be fifteen feet tall, Paul himself, even in his upgraded form, was only nine or ten feet in height. His feathers provided little resistance to those horrid teeth as they sank into his shoulder.

	“Ahh!” 

	Paul slashed and kicked, even tried pecking. The creature was too strong, Paul’s efforts seemingly futile. The need to avenge Auguste Mebazza mingled with the need to save Carla, and still, it wasn’t nearly enough. Paul’s blood was flowing around his throat and down his abdomen in a hot, hot rush.

	Boom!

	The creature made a squealing noise, rolling off Paul. There was Carla, holding a smoking hunting rifle in her grip. She fired again, this time missing completely. She tried once more, but nothing came of it. The rat was up and running, blazing a dusty trail toward the hapless woman.

	“Carla,” Paul moaned, the word working on him, through him, speed to a junkie, spinach to Popeye.

	He rose, taking flight from his knees. He swung his wings, rising higher and higher. The creature had cut off Carla’s route back into the truck, so she’d started toward the rear row of cabins. The creature leapt, barely missing Carla, but close enough to trip her up. She tried to crawl away, but the creature reeled her back.

	“Caaarlaaa!” 

	Paul again dived at the creature, this time with an idea. All four sets of his claws digging into the greasy pelt, Paul used his momentum to lift and fling the creature across the lot, into one of the cabins as he swung up high into the sky once again. The impact was hard enough to cave in the front wall of the cabin, but the creature seemed wholly unharmed, despite a few fresh bloody nicks. 

	The creature went for Carla again. Paul dive-bombed once more, ready to repeat his assault. A heartbeat before he could grab the creature, it popped, spinning in air and latching onto him, dragging him into a violent roll. They nailed a Ford Pinto, flopping it onto its side with a steely crunch that sounded along with a chorus of shattering glass. 

	There, pressed against the frame of the little car, the creature again put its weight onto Paul, its claws digging, its jaws snapping at him.

	“Car-ar-arlaaah!” he wailed.

	The creature’s mouth came down, slowly, covering his head. Teeth began to dig into his neck and shoulders, surrounding him. Everything was dark and stinking of rotting meat. He heard his blood, like the ocean in a seashell.

	Suddenly the pain relented. The creature squealed, rolling off him. A paintbrush jutted from its right eye, bristles out. It paused a moment, sized up its quarry—she was already sprinting away—and leapt.

	There was no time to gather himself, Paul pushed to his feet and broke into a run. Instead of following the creature directly, he moved toward the truck, hurdling into the bed, then onto the roof, using the slight elevation to gain meaningful air. He dove one more time at the rat, this time latching onto its tail before swooping high as he could. Once the momentum died, he began to spin like a maple pod falling from a tree. The creature squealed in his grip as it spun. Paul let it go a few feet from the ground. It landed and rolled across the lot and onto the road, slamming into Tia French’s rental car.

	Paul swooped up high, high, high, then powered down at the creature like a missile. Too dazed, the creature had no defense when Paul again grabbed it by the tail. He repeated the steps: rising, falling, spinning, spinning, spinning, then releasing. He’d let go much higher this time. The creature soared over Tia French’s rental and into the power lines across the road. Instantly, the creature began to jerk and shake, tangled in the downed lines. The scents of burnt fur and boiling grease filled the air.

	Waiting, ready, Paul watched the creature. Once the popping and writhing ceased, there were no more movements. It looked something like a vividly remembered bad dream. Paul let himself fall in a controlled drop, and once the adrenaline began to recede, he felt his injuries, felt his weakness, felt his mortality.

	Carla ran to him as he stretched himself out on the gravel. “Paul?” she said. “Paul, is that really you?” 

	 



EPILOGUE

	Carla stood before her canvas, assessing what she’d done so far. Work was tough over the last couple months, big as she was, big as she felt. She had to sit, and plopped down onto the dining chair she’d brought into the studio for just this purpose.  

	A TV on the workbench shouted about an update: the verdict was in, OJ Simpson, acquitted on murder charges. Carla shook her head. Her life had changed the day of the chase, and wouldn’t it be befitting for it to change again on the day the trial ended? It was like putting parenthesis around the change, ones with OJ Simpson as their spokesperson. 

	“You ready to come out of there?” she said, rubbing her distended belly.

	The broadcast switched abruptly to show the recent destruction of all six Anvil Group locations, including their headquarters in Ottawa, Ontario. In each incident at the factories, nobody was gravely harmed, but at the headquarters, all but the receptionists, gofers, and janitorial staff were tossed from the fifty-first floor of a skyscraper. The anchors kept using the word defenestration, as if proud to know and absolutely gleeful to get the chance to put it to use. Footage and firsthand accounts showed or described a giant, humanoid bird causing the destruction. 

	“Busy boy,” Carla said.

	The sound of a vehicle pulling up the lane dragged her from thoughts of what Paul had become. Using the back of the chair like a handrail, pushing to rise, Carla stepped out of the studio she shared with her husband. The view was spectacular: the mountains, forest, a valley leading down to a blue-green lake.

	“Heya, Carla, is Paul in?” said Stuart Toupin, Paul’s agent.

	“He’s indisposed at the moment, sorry,” Carla said.

	Stuart winced. “Any chance the collection is done?”

	Carla shrugged. “Looks done, but it’s not for anyone but Paul to say when it’s finished.”

	Stuart sighed and leaned down to climb back into the car he’d barely gotten out of. “Well, make sure he calls me when—”

	“When what?” Paul said as he stepped out of the treeline, grimacing as he spit a purple feather from his mouth.

	Stuart’s face lit. “Is it done? Tell me it’s done.”

	“It’s done,” Paul said.

	Stuart popped away from his car, slammed the door, took three steps, then turned back. “Oh! I almost forgot. I brought you something.” He disappeared into his backseat for a moment, then reappeared with a large white box. “Heard you were hankering for something special you just can’t get up here.”

	Carla’s eyes widened and her big tummy grumbled. “If that’s baklava, I’m leaving Paul and marrying you.”

	Stuart laughed. “Think my wife might get pissy…then again, she might thank you.” 

	Carla accepted the box, popped the lid, and grinned mightily. 

	“Ooh, smells good,” Paul said, leaning in.

	“Take a hike! You touch my food and I’ll stuff you like a turkey, bird boy.”

	Paul howled with laughter. Stuart could only smile, not being in on the inside joke or Paul’s hidden gift of transformation.

	Concerning the latter, only Paul and Carla knew, and they’d not tell a soul—depending on how much and which of his genes dominated certain aspects of the child, once it arrived. If it was too much like Paul, they’d have to tell, if not, they’d wait and see.

	For the next hour, Paul guided Stuart and Carla around to show exactly what would go in the forthcoming exhibit. He’d found himself on the rise, and with that came enough money that Carla could work on art full-time—when she wasn’t sidelined by her pregnancy—giving her the space to make a push toward salability. Hopefully.

	“It’s going to be spectacular,” Stuart said, eyes glued to a four-foot canvas featuring a destroyed lodge and parking lot, a few bloody bodies, and small purple birds in the trees. “I’ve said it before, but I’ll say it again: whatever the hell went down at Back Woods, as bad as it was, has worked wonders for your pieces. Really startling stuff.”

	“It worked out across the board for me—and hopefully Carla,” Paul said, winking at her.

	She elbowed him in the ribs, gently.

	“Too bad there was so much…fallout,” Paul said, the humor fading from his tone.

	“Of course, right,” Stuart said, suddenly hangdog himself.

	Carla sighed, was about to say something, but the baby kicked with such force that it stole her words and she had to lean on a workbench. “Sometimes it feels like I’m carting around some kind of creature.”

	Stuart grinned. “My wife said the same thing.”

	Paul bellowed another bout of laughter. Carla joined him, though her expression was a touch nervous. Stuart could only nod, once again left on the outside looking in on a joke.
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	An excerpt from

	BETWEEN WORLDS

	a suspenseful, horrific, comedic ride into a universe lingering on the periphery of time.

	 

	PART ONE

	The plane lurched, sending Maurice Burnside’s guts into his chest. His meaty and bruised hands gripped his seat’s armrests until all the pink drained from his knuckles. A second lurch sent luggage flying and—total blackness. 

	People began screaming. A woman named Deb was at the front by the cockpit door with a cracked skull and lulling arms that dangled at her sides. She was upright because the plane tilted so—total blackness.

	The wall slammed open and the six rows of seats ahead of him disappeared like blown smoke. The wind whipped so hard it seemed o rattle his silver fillings loose. A thump pounded, and the entire front of the plane evaporated. Vibrant green fronds whipped into the cabin as—total blackness.

	Big red gloves, like hard balloons were coming at him. He bobbed and weaved four jabs and a straight before rearing back—not far, was he against the ropes?—and unloading on his opponent’s face with a one-two-one-two-two.

	“Goddammit, Mo!”

	The world flooded back and the ring and opponent disappeared. Taking their place was the destroyed 32-seater Fairchild airplane. Ground into the dirt a few feet away were two mangled corpses—both mothers of teammates. The seat back had kept him from cocking his arm, not the ropes. He stopped weaving, stopped bobbing, this here was a different kind of fight.

	Stupidly, he asked, “What happened?”

	“Attendant said something about clipping a mountain or tree, I don’t know. She didn’t really know. She got sucked out when the front broke off. You hit your head?” 

	The man asking the questions was Darryl Stronach, equipment manager for the Canadian Olympic boxing hopefuls. They’d been on there way back from qualifying trials in Puerto Rico. 

	“No, I, uh…” 

	As a boy, Maurice blacked out whenever his brain needed a break—usually when his stepdad decided shit had to keep running downhill and if a smart ass, college boy boss could give it to him, he had every right to turn around and pass it onto Maurice. 

	“Guess I blacked out.” 

	By fourteen, he’d stopped blacking out when the stress of impending violence demanded a mental departure, the very same day little Maurice discovered Ricky’s Gym. He’d put on a helmet and made five bucks moving quick as he could around the ring while a great big fat man tried to catch him. That he did catch him and Maurice took it, and took it well, changed something on a molecular level. That night he sassed his stepdad and took a conscious beating, but it was the first to a short countdown of the last beatings the man would ever give.

	“Only four of us made it.”

	Maurice tugged the bent seatbelt coupler in his lap. “What?”

	“You, me, Jimmy-Ray, and Shawna Waxman—you know, from CBC.”

	Maurice got the belt unlatched and forced his shaky legs to dig into the crumbled floor beneath him. Only two rows of seating survived the crash, everything else was gone. His legs went jelly and he sat back down.

	“Never been so lucky,” Darryl said.

	“Unless this is Purgatory,” Jimmy-Ray said as he returned to his seat across the aisle. He had a good bundle of clothes pressed tight in his arms. “Just took a walk. Think we’re about smack in the middle of a mountain range. Ain’t nobody going to find us here.” 

	Jimmy-Ray was a flyweight and finished last at the qualifiers, getting knocked down a total of six times in six rounds. All the man had were good feet, should’ve been a dancer instead of a boxer, but his mother…

	“Oh, man, your mom?” Maurice said.

	Jimmy-Ray waved it off. “Ain’t thinking about that now.”

	“I found food!” Shawna lugged a steel cabinet, propping it up with her thigh and hip as she walked. 

	Darryl hurried toward her. “Let me help.”

	“Thanks,” she said, and then flipped her chin at Maurice. “You’re alive.”

	“Better know how to cook,” Jimmy-Ray said, eyeballing Shawna.

	She frowned. “Mostly it’s cookies and peanuts.”

	“Figures.” Jimmy-Ray dropped his clothes mound onto the seat next to him.

	“I could use some water, any water?” Maurice rubbed his head as he spoke. Nothing felt soft, not any worse than it had. He’d won all six of his heavyweight fights—though the countries still needing qualifying weren’t the typical countries a competitor had to watch out for once the Olympics set into gear. Though in a Sports Illustrated article, the columnist suggested that fighters like Maurice Burnside from Canada and Giorgio Bambini from Italy might make the homegrown hopeful, George Foreman, break a sweat. Could catch him if they got lucky. But don’t count on it. 

	“Look around, man, we’re surrounded by water,” Darryl said.

	“Huh?” Far as Maurice saw, it was just big trees with stiff leaves.

	“It’s a rainforest, can’t you feel it?” Jimmy-Ray said. “Water’s everywhere.”
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