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RAWR: ATTACK OF THE PREHISTORIC SHE-BEAR

	 

	


PROLOGUE

	123,000 BCE

	 

	An apple dangled sixteen feet from the thin grass below, reflecting the hot white sun from its waxy green surface in a way that made it seem more than a piece of fruit, as if it suggested, simply by existing, that it was the fruit, the chosen one. God’s greenest gift. The beast—a distant relative of the modern bear genus though from what would become an evolutionary dead end—sprawled out in the long grass gazing up at the fruit, its mouth slightly agape. Blood smeared its coarse brown fur about the jaws and upper abdomen. A ropey tendril of intestine drooped from between two of its triangular teeth. 

	Post consumption gore was common for this beast. She was the master of the land, having killed all her competitors and, after use, all of her suitors. She was territorial by nature and marked a radius of about a mile around a natural apple orchard, her home. An omnivore with buffet options and no lines. She was the apex of that time and space.

	The apple trees stood beneath the shadow of a mountainside. On that mountainside was a cave where the beast slumbered when the weather turned cold or she wanted to be out of the rain. The beast did not hibernate and slept no more than four hours a day. The other twenty hours dwindled away, divvied between periods of hunting, feasting, or lazing when satisfied. 

	There, in the tall, wind-blown grass, she was all but satisfied. Had been satisfied when she fell back. That dangling apple teased her and she measured the want to eat it against the energy it took to get it. In the end, as it usually had, her stomach won. 

	A groan huffed from the beast’s widened maw, the breath weighty enough to dislodge the meaty string and send it down to her coat while she rolled over to gain footing. The rubbery bit slipped as if Tarzan, the coarse fur acting like jungle vines. Up, she pushed, looking to the apple overhead. From there, the effort was hardly an extra breath as she stood to her full height, positioned her immense paws around the apple, and put her snubbed nose against the hard green flesh. She sniffed and smelled the sweet tang of the inner meat, but only hints of it—enough to force fresh salivation over her mandible. That saliva dangled pink in a slimy film. She closed her eyes to the wonderful glare coming from the semi-shiny apple and put the entire fruit into her mouth, the stem snapping free of the branch with a snick.

	From there, she dropped into the grass and chewed. Her heft indented the topsoil beneath the greenery. The apple was big as a modern grapefruit and nearly as juicy. The beast grunted and huffed, this apple was as fine as it looked. 

	When it was gone, she stretched to her full length, claws pointed on reaching legs and widened paws. Her eyes closed then and her body relaxed, letting her fall into a comfortable nap.

	From a dream of a long grey sturgeon in the river, she awoke with a start. The ground beneath her was alive and moving. Apples fell from her trees. One of the trees itself teetered, roots lifting the soil until breaking free like long pointed fingers. Dust and smoke began filling the atmosphere.

	Something was wrong, big-time wrong. 

	This was her spot and nothing, so far, had ever wielded the power to drive her away when she didn’t agree to go. The beast flipped over once she regained a semblance of equilibrium and began pissing where she stood, partly in fear, but mostly fury. A growl played out low and quiet before erupting in a sound that drowned the din of the rattling world. 

	To her left, a fiery rock fell from the sky, sending her sideways at the motion. The backdraft was like the height of summer balled into a fist. The grass began to blaze and the fury begat fear in the beast. Flames had singed her fur and had scarred her nose before. Lessons capable of learning, she did learn, for her short line was a wise line as far as beasts went.

	She ran in between the trees, heading for the cave on the side of the mountain. It was her safe spot from weather, and this was the worst weather of her life.

	Being a beast and a product of her time, she had no way of knowing or understanding that the spinning ball of iron at the centre of the planet had suddenly lost momentum, stopped, and begun spinning in the opposite direction. In the time of the slowed momentum, Earth’s atmosphere thinned greatly, allowing debris that would typically burn up to crash to the planet. The rays from the sun landed tenfold and played hell on gravity’s recipe; some spots became heavy, while others became light.

	As the beast ran, she felt these fluxes: slogged where it was heavy and almost floated where it became light. Around her, burning red pebbles fell from the harried sky, pounding and igniting the surface of her world, spreading utter destruction. The cave was not far, but the mountain had begun raining bits of itself down in terrible raucous chunks.

	No matter, this was her safe place—she had no Plan C. 

	An avalanche of stones was not something she knew to worry over, only something to attempt dodging. The mouth of the cave was there before her as it always had been, but seemed to be closing. Rocks like teeth coming together. She howled and charged. As she came within a handful of yards, a large rock tumbled down the mountain and struck her, sending her sprawling.

	Flat and bleeding, she pulled herself forward, willed her body to reach the cave. More rocks fell as the world continued to quake. The pain in her skull was tremendous.

	The beast smelled the cave, smelled herself and the leftovers of an animal that carried many traits similar to that of the white-tailed deer—though that particular species was several thousand years away from genetic fruition. Into the gloom, she let the safety bathe her and slid from the mouth of the cave on her grand belly to the rear. The darkness did not lessen her headache. 

	The cave was muddy, had a stream in back, and it was dark. That dark was a friend.

	Once the beast ceased sliding, she scrabbled around without rising and watched the world burn through the cave mouth. Excitement had her fur high and her hackles folded about the neck. By and by, the cave mouth closed and locked the beast in darkness.

	She roared and turned away from the lost image. She needed a drink. The pain had become a throbbing, but that was good—a positive amidst the utter bedlam of her world.

	Lapping, the beast did not measure the idea that time might have her locked away permanently. Trouble did register however, and she did not feel wholly safe, even in her safe place. A whine trembled up her throat between sips as the ache depleted until simply dull and tender.

	The world continued to shake, and beyond her cave was pure violence. She wished to see, but couldn’t, didn’t yet think to dig herself free of the predicament. Instead, she lay against a wall and closed her eyes to everything.

	She did not sleep, though hours passed. The planet continued rumbling and the creek at the back of the cave had begun to steam, turning hot with volcanic action from deep below. Too many changes, too much darkness without a sky, the beast became frantic, running circles and clawing at fallen stones near the cave mouth. She wailed anew, mixing a roar with a plea.

	The biggest shake yet sent her sideways, rolling over twice before her huge, three-thousand-pound body began to float a foot above the rocky floor. She moaned at this feeling. Moaned as if physical pain gripped her and threatened to rip her still-beating heart from her chest. Terrified was an understatement. Confused was an understatement. Gravity was a law her body lived by; now, a truth suddenly gone.

	Then a light. Bright as the sun. The cave was daylight clear and safety seemed to roll out to her in waves. She didn’t know how to accept it at first. In fact, the initial moments that light engulfed the cave had the beast as frightened as she’d ever been.  

	The beast continued to float, pawing at the stones beneath her as if hoping to be let down. She stared into the light and thought of the wonderful, sweet and juicy apple. This light had a green hue, the same way the apple reflected the sun. 

	This light was good. This light was the feeling of a chosen apple.

	She paddled her claw-tips over the ground below, barely reaching as her back touched the cave’s ceiling. Closer and closer. She sniffed and smelled nothing but the memory induced by the light. 

	Bright apple good.

	The beast had no way of knowing or understanding that the light in her cave emerged from the random mixture of calcified iron and rhodium deposits that banked the unencumbered solar rays against the centre of the planet’s gravitational pull in a medley that bent the speed of time within the cave. Nor did it matter to her.

	Bright apple good. 

	She clawed her way into the spot that was all light and no dark. Then she dropped and the world had ceased shaking. Gentle shine filtered in streams. The beast climbed to all fours and turned to face the cave mouth. The rock pile was far from complete coverage. She crawled over and began digging.

	That light held not the same promise, but a different promise, something better than being stuck in a dark cave. She dug for the light of the world, assuming that world would be her world.

	 

	1

	Stephen Gillman had a few more things to take out to his sister’s yard sale. Getting rid of stuff made his palms clammy. Life was moving forward. Life was what you could do with it. Life had a different plan from what he’d expected or wanted.

	He’d made the conscious decision to grow up about a month prior but hadn’t done anything about it until a week ago. He’d always been a hockey-head. As a boy, he played with the neighbour’s kids, played by himself, lived, ate, and slept hockey. He dreamed of being a superstar in the NHL someday, but made it only as far as Junior C. 

	The playing days ended, but hockey was still in him, alive like a thrummed guitar string. So much so that he bought and collected. It started back in the nineties, banking that someday his junk might reach Wayne Gretzky rookie card status, or at least a dollar value that was more than what he had paid. 

	Turns out, he was way off. All that collectable junk—decades of it—filled his basement. 

	Only recently did he consider that maybe he should look at his life from a different angle. Those collectables didn’t hold him or love him. They didn’t go on dates with him, and he certainly couldn’t have physical contact with them. 

	“If you grow up, give me a call,” his last real date had said. That was a year earlier and her words echoed and bounced around his grey matter until finally he saw what she saw. A house loaded with pointless crap. Having a man-cave was one thing, but all that junk—the jerseys, the banners, the boxes of toys, the puzzles, the light fixtures, the rugs, the pillows, the signs, so-called collectable cups from places like 7-Eleven and Tim Hortons—had taken over his life. Online sales were simple for the best stuff; eBay turned anybody into a dealer in a few minutes. Then the Vancouver shops—some being where he’d bought the stuff—took anything they thought they could sell. That left only the low value items and the room of keepsakes he just couldn’t part with. The home seemed barren, but he chose to look at it as space for another life to join him, maybe a woman’s touch. Being forty-four, it was about time—probably it was about time twenty years ago, too.

	He’d loaded up boxes of cards, a box of too-small replica jerseys, and a rug, and took it all to his sister’s the night before. It wasn’t until after supper with Carolyn and her husband that he recalled another big carton of junk to go to the yard sale. 

	Hauling out the last bits would have to wait until morning. Being as it was Saturday, Stephen had a plan for the day and the night. Of course he’d be watching the Canucks, but in an effort to double his chances at finding a mate, he told himself he was going to make the hockey game pull extra duty. The pizza and beer had begun sticking to him over the last decade; it seemed almost out of nowhere that he carried two-hundred-and-fifty-two pounds on a six-foot frame. Entertainment while exercising was the only way he’d be able to do it. 

	And nothing was more entertaining than a hockey game.

	The nearest Canadian Tire was a forty-minute drive and lugging a treadmill bordered on impossible, so Stephen promised Bev Sorensen all the coffee he could drink and donuts he could eat for a hand in moving a purchase. 

	Bev would’ve agreed without the freebies but the man never, ever turned his nose at Tim’s coffee or a couple of old fashion glazed donuts. Plus, Bev said he wanted to look at the crossbows in stock. 

	Stephen pulled his F-150 into the Canadian Tire parking lot and killed the engine. “Well?” He looked to the passenger’s side.

	Bev picked up his extra-large cup, finished the final quarter, and said, “Ahhh. Lead the way.”

	Stephen and Bev got along as well as they did because of their similarities. They’d grown up only a few blocks apart, so there was that, but the biggest point was a self-centered view of hobbies. Granted, Stephen was trying to embrace new things, but he was still himself and the friendship had a strong foundation.

	“I can’t believe you got rid of all that stuff.”

	Stephen felt sick about it, but more so, he felt hopeful. “I’m getting old. Didn’t need it. More room for a woman’s junk…if I manage to find a good one.”

	Bev snorted. “Good luck with that.” Bev’s wife left him seven years prior thanks to what appeared to be a hunting and hunting gear obsession; Bev did nothing to sway her decision. They had kids, but the kids were off to university—twenty and twenty-four—and weren’t apt to re-embrace small town living any time soon. They didn’t need Bev’s space and his wife had enough family money that they’d never needed financial support from him. When she left, she left him a paid off house, a paid off truck, and more room to obsess over the one and only thing he’d ever truly loved: the thrill of the chase.

	 “Hey, you’ve been married, don’t go trying to sour me.”

	Bev grinned. He had small teeth and thin, pale lips, dry and flaky. He often chewed skin and swallowed it when in thought. “Come get me when you picked out your machine. You know where to find me.”

	Stephen nodded and headed off to the exercise equipment. A teenager faced Stephen, he had red eyes and that recently baked glaze. They stood there, face-to-face, two feet apart, just inside the main entrance. The kid said nothing. It reminded Stephen of his own high school job. He’d worked at Zellars and got stoned by the loading doors regularly—of course back then, weed was illegal and he couldn’t just raid his parents’ stash the way you could a liquor cabinet. In those days, he bought his high from a guy with finger tattoos named Moe.

	The kid began touching his thighs. Stephen watched him awhile, wondering what he was doing, then he recalled a guy he knew in high school that tripped in a way that made him think he’d pissed himself.

	“Hey, you didn’t pee.”

	The kid stiffened. He looked down and then up. “Oh, good.”

	“Maybe you should do some jumping jacks or something, get the blood moving. Your manager sees you this high, you’ll probably get canned.”

	The kid’s eyes widened. “I’m—I’m—I’m not high.” He walked over to the display products and pulled down the mini-trampoline. He began bouncing without actually catching any air.

	Four treadmills, four ellipticals, and three stationary bikes made up the two rows of equipment. One treadmill, a big black and yellow unit, had a sticker on it reading CLEARANCE. A Livestrong model, meaning its manufacture dated before the truth about Lance Armstrong’s doping became known, meaning they’d wanted this off the floor for a while, meaning if Stephen could find a manager, he might get it for a few hundred bucks.

	—

	They picked up a fresh round of coffees from a Tim Horton’s drive-thru and Bev ate another donut. Stephen drove, telling himself he really didn’t want a sweet treat. 

	The machine was in the cargo bed. It was a pleasant, sunny day, so he needn’t get out a tarp. He’d paid $475 plus tax for the Livestrong treadmill and Bev paid nearly a grand for a smallish crossbow that weighed about seven pounds—before he racked an additional pound of graphite arrows. He was absolutely ecstatic, practically bouncing as he folded open and closed the weapon.

	“No wonder your wife left.”

	Bev nodded. “Yeah.”

	“You don’t mind if we stop out at Caroline’s on the way home, do you? I’ve gotta drop off some more stuff for the yard sale.”

	Bev shook his head. “No worries. Maybe I’ll shoot her stupid dog one.” He smiled and Stephen laughed. 
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	Stacy Hill found a book of old hiking trails at the used store nine months ago and had methodically been searching out plausible rejuvenation ideas for the old trails. Some were still lively, but most were overgrown, and so far, a couple fell away in a crumbled mess down into embankments. The plan was to rewrite the book and offer tips of the trade when out, and give a bit of a journal statement whenever the anecdotal information might become interesting. Most trail books she’d had were simply maps with explanations; she thought she might liven things up, make it harder for those using her book as a guide to sit on the couch all day. 

	She had a travel mug of coffee as well as her backpack—complete with water bladder. She’d had to get up way too early to forego a third serving of caffeine at the kitchen table, even if it meant lugging an extra cup. She let the bag fall from her shoulder and caught it as it slid down her arm. A wide yawn spread her face.

	She wouldn’t be so tired if she had the kind of money the author of the old book had had. According to the bio, his family owned a vast plantation—and assumedly a slave colony—before selling and moving steadily north, generation after generation. Finally, the son, who’d gone to visit Vietnam draft dodgers in a town called Lund, had moved into Canada permanently, bringing an inheritance with him. 

	Stacy turned beds at the Mountainview Motel out on the #5 for thirty-three hours a week and cleaned every Saturday evening at the local library. So she’d always be tired while she researched a book that wouldn’t make much money and she’d be tired when she got to work after supper. Her mother had suggested that she didn’t keep a man because she was obsessive.

	Maybe that was true.

	“Who isn’t?” Stacy whispered, thinking of her mother’s glib remark. The woman just wanted more grandbabies, didn’t see the modern world for what it was—and what it was, was not single-parent friendly. Not if a body wants a life of her own. “Then get married,” Stacy mimicked the remembered, whiny tone of her mother. 

	She finished the coffee, put the mug in the bag, and took out a homemade fruit and nut bar. Bag zipped again, she walked and ate. In her pouch pocket was her iPhone, tracking her progress via GPS. Now and then, she’d take out the phone to make notes, but so far, this trail was mostly bits of field followed by sections of forest.

	—

	Overgrowth marred the trail, but it had seen many feet in the years since someone last cut it. A boulder the size of a cop car with a mossy roof and three saplings rising against the odds stuck out near the centre of a clearing. Of this she made note of and took a shot, though not certain it would make the final cut. Good trail books were under two hundred pages and bound no bigger than five by eight so as to fit into back pockets and keep a low price. 

	Not far from a rock, she noted a recent footprint at the base of a pine tree. The mossy dirt had a handful of circular holes next to a few cracked and rotten mushrooms. Seeing this made Stacy smile, thinking perhaps she’d get to meet some folks like her. 

	Sort of like her. 

	Mushroom farmers went hiking by necessity, but there had to be some pleasure in it or they’d spend the same number of hours as they would at a joe-job, likely for better pay. 

	Stacy quickened her steps and bright light started to push through the trees. Not far from another clearing, she could make out the orange of a puptent. A small mountain seemed to rise from nowhere and cut off the forest. Dimly, Stacy saw a hand and was about to call out but stopped herself when she heard a noise.

	A grunt.

	She crept closer and hunkered behind a tree. 

	A man had dirty khaki denims around his ankles, and on top wore a long-sleeved red flannel. He pumped doggystyle into a bent over woman; she also had heavy denim khakis around her ankles. Stacy pulled out her phone and took a picture, not for the book, but to show the girls at work. They’d get a kick out of it and it probably wouldn’t do any harm since she was far enough to obscure features. Stacy was the only bed turner under fifty. Probably take some of the older ones back to their younger days.

	The smile stretched across her face. It was difficult to watch, but even harder to look away; made her think about the last time she’d gotten laid. Ticking on mental fingers, more than ten months had come and passed since she’d quit dating a guy named Harley. They were together nearly a month before having the most incompatible sex Stacy had ever experienced—Harley finished himself off in her shower. The sex made her look closer at the man. Time to backtrack from that path. Harley cried when she suggested they go separate ways but didn’t argue.

	The humping—probable—mushroom farmers continued; these two had compatibility. The woman dropped into a full downward dog pose over what appeared to be her rolled up sleeping bag. The man had his ass in the air and his right hand pressed against a rock at about hip level. If she didn’t have to keep going on the trail, Stacy would’ve turned away. Instead, she watched and let her eyes wander around the spot. They’d found a good campsite. They had two big burlap sacks on shoulder holsters they could wear as backpacks, as well as all the camping gear. 

	Seemed like a lot for two people.

	The man gave a telltale moan.

	Stacy faced away, seeing a man’s ass and seeing all the bits—leaky and shining—were two vastly different things. She looked to the mountain, spotted a shallow cave. A rock moved inward. She shook her head. Another one, a big one. 

	That was simply impossible.

	Then another rock moved and a huge brown paw poked out. It had claws like you see in museum exhibits about the wilds of Africa. The foreleg yanked back, taking another stone with it. Then a head poked out.

	It looked like a bear, but the dimensions were all wrong. It had a stubby face and a jawline that smiled down like a boomerang. The head was big, like big as her laundry hamper at home. Her eyes turned to the couple. The diligent man was between the woman’s legs with his face buried; perhaps finishing the job.

	The beast was moving, fast, and the rest of it matched the size of the head and claws.

	Stacy opened her mouth to shout to them, but the incredible growl of the beast ate her words whole. The man leapt free of the woman’s thighs, looking up in horror. The beast towered over them; its legs stood straight and easily as wide as a Mini Cooper. The woman yanked at her pants and underwear, trying to get her right leg back through the holes.

	Another growl seemed to shake the world. The beast fell to its fours and stomped the tent. The man was up, pulling the woman, but she only skidded on her bare ass. The beast was on them then. 

	Another growl. The beast rose to its full height. Giant claws swiped and carved into the man’s neck. The follow through severed free his head, sending a red geyser straight up, painting everything in shiny red fluid, including the half-naked woman. The head rolled and bounced before coming to a stop by the silent campfire.

	The woman screamed and the beast leaned forward, back down onto its fours, peering face-to-face. The woman tried to squirm away, but the enormous mouth closed over her head. The beast then jerked sideways, tearing skin and shirt. The body from the shoulder—only one shoulder—down was flung to the trees not far from Stacy. The skin of the torso, all the way to the bellybutton, was gone, stripped.

	Stacy’s chin fluttered and her finger fell as she accidentally took a shot of the ruined campsite when she rose and tore off in the opposite direction.

	—

	Three hours had passed by the time she got to her car. She’d jogged most of the way, begging for a signal and never getting one. She drove a mile and stopped once she saw four bars pop up on her tiny screen. It was just after eleven o’clock. 
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	The grimace and moan surfaced simultaneously, arms shooting down to his sides, Ace Parker paused to suck a deep breath of warm morning air. He made an O of his mouth and blew, sucked in, blew again. His eyes had closed when the pain resurfaced, but now he stared at the cheap linoleum—starting to come up around the edges—and the swishing tail of Precious—a corgi German shepherd mutt that had belonged to his ex-wife until the divorce saw the liquidation and separation of assets. Mindy moved into a pet-free apartment and Ace found a rental house an hour east of Vancouver, one that matched his new budget to his new abode. 

	Before it all went to hell, the deal was, Mindy could get a dog if Ace could name it. What was funnier than naming the dog after a deranged serial killer’s dog? Fictitious of course. The laughter stopped once Precious was no longer Mindy’s and the joke pissed and shit all over Ace’s already crumbling existence.

	He took another deep breath, looked at the cupboard and tried again—up on his tiptoes so as to avoid stretching his pained ribs. Three days prior, he’d decided to stop putting the bowls into the cupboard until he felt better, and every night he felt better than he did in the mornings and put the damned bowls back in the cupboard.

	Precious yipped once at Ace. She’d been out for a number one, but her food dish next to the fridge remained barren. 

	“Rules are rules,” Ace said and shuffled over to the cereal boxes he had managed to leave on the counter. “I eat, then you eat.”

	He sat on one of two chairs at the bowing and peeling Formica table—circa 1972—and poured cereal into the bowl and then milk. He’d already set the milk down on the table with his coffee, because before the rules garnering food even came into play, coffee was paramount. 

	In the time before, in the days when his life was whole and normal, Mindy took Precious for a walk and Ace awoke after they were gone, coffee already brewed. He would sit at a table made of oak and drink from a mug that fit a set. He’d think about work or movies or Mindy or whatever, and then he’d go about his day. His ribs were never sore back then, because aside from those days being pre-divorce, they were also pre-accident. 

	The officer had stated to the judge that it was never an accident when there’s alcohol involved.

	Ace poured the pink, Special K dregs from his bowl into his mouth, gently, so as to avoid flaring of any tenderness, and then, for the forty-ninth day in a row, he said, “Fuck you, Tom and fuck you, Helen.”

	In every city there were communities, they evolved naturally around friendships and mutual interests, sometimes only proximity. Ace and Mindy had belonged to one stronger than average; they’d kept the high school status quo alive into adulthood, remaining friends with the choicest cuts from their childhood. It worked well. It was easy. Everybody fit and got along.

	Until their friend, Helen, caught their other friend, Tom, in the act with a co-worker—on his work desk no less, like some cheesy porno scenario—and tipped the first domino. They split and three months later, Donna and Carol split. Six months after that, Winston and Laura broke up and it was down to four sets of couples.

	Ace still didn’t see it coming, not even with the offhand comments Mindy made as they watched TV: sometimes people just lose interest; it would be easier for us, we don’t have kids; and the one that should’ve set his alarm bells jangling, we’d still be friends if we broke up, I know it.

	It was almost a year to the day from the first legal dismantling of vows that the dominoes caught up to Ace and Mindy. 

	“All right, all right.” Ace rose from his chair, wincing anew. He shuffled through the kitchen to the pantry, and took the feed cup from the bag and walked it over to the food dish. 

	Precious wagged her tail, anxiously awaiting the pinging of kibble on ceramic. Ace straightened himself out, the ache riding about a quarter inch beneath the skin.

	He poured a second cup of coffee and revisited the whole thing from the beginning. It had become his life. He regretted everything, had nothing to show for his existence, couldn’t imagine how the world benefitted with him in it. He wished he was chemically depressed instead of situationally depressed, if there was a true difference.

	“Maybe I’m first stage. Is it like cancer?” Ace reached out and patted the second chair. Precious, who ate her meals in about twenty-nine seconds, hopped up. “Is that it? Am I on my way to being hopeless and moody…moodier?”

	The dog yipped once and Ace scratched her head.

	“How about I pop some codeine and we take a walk, huh? Before it gets too hot and smoky.” Although the season had passed beyond what was normal, British Columbia was on fire in a big way. Global warming maybe didn’t start the trend, but global warming certainly got in and stoked the flames. 

	Then again, burning the world and drowning its inhabitants was a small price to ensure the rich got richer. Probably the only thing that mattered in modern Western society.

	The drugs kicked in. It was much nicer to bend over to tie shoes riding a numb wave, but it still wasn’t exactly optimal. Ace groaned and moaned and took long breaks. Shoes on, he clipped the short leash to the little dog’s collar and stood, bending straight and testing range.

	Six nights after the sale of their home, a week after the divorce went through, still a month before he ended up at the rundown farmhouse, Ace had attended a party. Mindy had also attended this party. The former community had sides picked in every failed relationship so that only one member stuck around. Ace never, ever, not in a million years, thought he’d be the odd partner out.

	Two and a half beers, that’s how long it took for reality to sink in and the coldness of shoulders to breach his rather unobservant skull. When it did hit, it hit like a wrecking ball. 

	“Oh shit.” Everyone stared at him when he said this loud enough that Coldplay and the general chatter became background noise. The entire hour he’d been there, his conversations were one-offs, with men only. They’d come over, make small talk, and then needed to be elsewhere in the room. “Oh shit,” he’d said a second time, set down his Heineken, and stood. Wordlessly as the others watched, he slipped on his loafers.

	Two and a half beers was hardly enough to warm his belly, but just enough that he screwed up. A car turning before him stopped and he kept going. At the last possible second, he swerved hard into a grassy ditch and launched his Honda into a hydro pole. 

	The car was a write-off and so was his license for forty-eight hours after he blew, ever so slightly, above the limit. He’d challenged the finding before a judge as his insurance premiums skyrocketed. Nary a sympathetic ear was in that courtroom. He paid the fine for the damage to public property and then paid off the leased automobile he’d ruined, and in a blink, he understood how quickly the world could change a man’s lifestyle.

	Out of the city and into the woods, a living he did go. Him and the dog.

	“Slow down,” he said to Precious tugging him along the gravel road.

	The smoke wasn’t thick yet, but it stank. The closest wildfires were only forty miles from his rental. By midday, it would be almost impossible to breathe outside. 

	The phone in his pocket chirped. “Come on.” He stared at that screen, wishing he had the power to not reply. 

	The text message was from Mindy and she fully meant what she’d said about them remaining friends afterwards.

	—hey, he typed in reply to Mindy’s Hey.

	—Quick question, what are you doing on July 9?

	“Fuck off, that’s what.”

	The short-legged dog wandered into the long grass to sniff something, but returned promptly to the road, interest lost. Precious was a chaser and she was strong on a squat frame, not exactly fast in dog terms, but fast enough to be a pain in the ass to a human on her tail. Luckily, she had an attention deficit, and a leash.

	Ace typed three messages in quick succession:

	—nothing probably

	—how do I know

	—that’s a month away

	She replied —Do you still have your suit?

	Ace rolled his eyes, lifting his face from the screen to observe the creator of a distant pounding tink-tink-tink. The dog had stopped as well; the noise was interesting enough for both.

	A figure in jeans and a shirt was about forty yards away, planting a sign on a hill in the high grass of the shoulder. First thought for Ace, Hm? second thought, if the county mower comes along today, that sign’s in trouble.

	The phone slid into the pocket of Ace’s khaki shorts and he started forward. The figure was gone from view. Following the gentle incline put Ace at eyelevel and he recognized the rear end of a BMW SUV pulling away.

	It was two minutes until Ace was close enough to read the sign. YARD SALE. An arrow directed him the way he was already headed. The phone in his pocket chirped again. Mindy could wait or, preferably, leave him alone.

	“What do you think, Precious? Want to check out some crap?” Ace figured if he spotted something big at a steal of a price, he could pay and return later with the Honda he’d purchased to replace the Honda he’d ruined—a CRV only nineteen years older than the ruined lease. “Nah, you don’t think, do you? Come on.”

	His phone chirped again. He could end this if he was finally honest with Mindy. When they’d first started dating, he was a different person, but she’d molded him and eventually, he was a quiet man who agreed, loved his wife, and played nice. The tether holding onto that quiet niceness had gone thin in separation.

	The phone chirped again. He pulled it from his pocket, slowing to a speed that afforded enough attention for forward motion as well as reading.

	—Answer

	—Hey???!!

	—Ace?

	He exhaled a long, exhausted breath, and replied —yeah what

	—Do you have your suit?

	No idea where she was going, he typed —why

	—Because you’ll need it!!!

	Precious roved into the long grass of the shoulder and Ace lifted his eyes and saw the second sign. It stated YARD SALE 1KM and an arrow directed them to the right. If it was truly only one kilometer, the total return trip would be about five kilometers, nothing excessive.

	“Detour.” He pulled the leash and Precious gave up on the mysteries of the grass of their typical route and bounced along three steps ahead.

	The phone chirped.

	—Guess why you’ll need it

	He smiled. 

	—your mother died

	He then laughed, imagining her irritated face. The old him was coming back…by and by—as Mark Twain would’ve said it, probably.

	—That’s horrible! 

	As he typed a reply, Mindy sent another message. 

	—I’m getting married!!!!!

	The air dragged from Ace’s lungs and his feet stopped moving. Precious pulled him, the leash seeming to burn against his fingers. He stumbled and continued, thinking, unseeing of the world beyond the bombshell.

	—We’d like you to come.

	He swallowed saliva like a golf ball. 

	—who

	—You know. Me and Winston Adams got close after. Don’t be weird.

	One of the third pairing of dominoes. Ace squeezed his phone. He moved aside from mind into motor motion. Precious dragged him.

	—You’ll come, won’t you?

	Ace closed his eyes. Was she rubbing it in? Was she that cold? Was she really that oblivious?

	A grey cloud sucked him along as he walked, and he only came back around to the warm world as a parkour cricket leapt from high grass and banked off his cheek. Frustrated, he shook all over. Inhaling deep enough to shout, sending stingers through his ribs. Ace moaned.

	Ahead, he saw another sign at the end of a charcoal-coloured lane and let his eyes scan upward to an enormous house plunked on a manicured grassy parcel of heaven.

	Ace pocketed the phone. He’d have to answer her later. This was too much. A wave of sadness tried to crash but instead came on like tepid coffee—drinkable though not enjoyable. The crunch and grind of his footfalls reminded him of how, when he’d walk next to Mindy, they’d fall into time and it always sounded like a single set of feet, though amplified. Harmonious. He tried to be sadder, be romantic about his quiet steps, but the most he could muster was aggravated.

	“Come on, dog!” Ace tugged the leash and turned up the laneway. Precious didn’t argue. 

	The driveway was to the right side of the home—recycled tire rubber, dropped loose, that had eventually solidified into a solid, though bumpy, strip. There were several long tables. Hanging down from the end table was a sign that stated ALL PROCEEDS TO BC WILDFIRE RELIEF FUND. The BMW was to the far left at the end of the line of tables. 

	The first table featured knickknacks, Vancouver Canucks junk, and rubber toys. A smile came onto Ace’s face when he saw a green blob, one he’d had in his own childhood: Slimer. He lifted the thing to see the price. The white sticker on the bottom read: $20. 

	“Must be collectable,” he whispered, putting the toy down. He could blow a few bucks on the enhancement of a memory, but not that much. Well, not for Slimer, not for a novelty that didn’t kill time at the very least.

	Repacked boxes of dishes, silverware, wine glasses, decanter sets, and appliances from the recent years of yore. Nothing took Ace’s attention beyond the prices etched onto little white stickers. A used bread maker: $150.

	Ace huffed at this.

	“Hey, there!” A woman came out of the house, waving. “You’re the first. Get a chance at all the good stuff before it’s gone.”

	Precious was visibly bored, but sniffed around, looking for something interesting and then turned her head up at Ace in askance every half-minute.

	 He was onto the third table, running his fingers over the spines of names like Megan Abbott, Lawrence Block, Kathy Reichs, and Sue Grafton. “A” is for Alibi. He picked up the book, the cover was gaudy and pretty much what he expected of an eighties crime novel. The price tag stated: $200. 

	“That’s a collector’s item. First edition, second printing.”

	Ace put the book back down, doubted that in any world a first edition, second printing Sue Grafton was worth that kind of money, then again, the last book he read was The Handmaid’s Tale and that was fifteen years ago, in English class. He picked up another book, a beat up pocket paperback of Brokeback Mountain by Annie Proulx. The sticker asked for $6.

	“She got the ending wrong.”

	Ace put down the book. “How’s that possible? Didn’t she write it?”

	“Yeah, but the ending is bad.”

	“How so?”

	“Have you seen the movie?”

	“No.”

	“Oh, well the story just ends wrong. They were in love, so…” she trailed, letting assumed dots connect where they might.

	Ace’s phone chirped again. He ignored it and moved onto the final table. 

	Despite everything else, a smile began stretching over his face. As a boy, he’d collected hockey cards, quit once puberty hit, started anew in his early twenties, stopped two years after he began dating Mindy. His collection had disappeared on Craigslist when they moved in together, just wasn’t space for it. Before him were boxes of unopened packs from the early nineties—his personal glory days.

	The cards were all mass-produced and held virtually no value. 

	The cellophane remained on the boxes. The original price per pack was $0.99. Most of the boxes were of thirty-six packs. If the price was right…

	“You have to be kidding,” Ace said, incredulous, filter failing him. “That’s nuts. Outrageous.”

	“Those are collector’s items and from nineteen—”

	“Ninety-one. The most valuable card is probably ten bucks, but the chances of getting that card isn’t worth the risk. How in the hell can you ask—? You know what, I’ll give you twenty-five bucks for these five boxes.”

	Precious began whining. Tugging on the leash.

	The woman opened her mouth as if shocked. “The price on each box is fifty—”

	“And that’s absurd.”

	Precious whined and yipped.

	“Those are collector’s items. This is a fundraising yard sale and you’re—”

	“You’re nuts. If we went by percentages, by the looks of things, I could donate one percent of my wealth to the wildfires for about what I’m offering to pay for these boxes. If you gave one percent of your wealth, is it the same? Why don’t you just donate the difference? You have money. I’ll give you twenty-five, it will brighten my afternoon and you can cover the rest with your chest puffed out and your chin oh so high. Probably should anyway, if you care at all about—”

	Precious could take no more and broke. Ace’s hand jerked and the box of Pro-Set hockey cards tumbled down to the pile of other boxes.

	“Winston!”

	Ace turned away from his streaking dog to look at the woman. “Winston?” What were the chances she’d have a dog named…

	“My Pomeranian! Your stupid mutt—Winston! Winston, come back!”

	Ace let his eyes follow the woman as she looked out to the field behind the home. There was Precious, chasing down the smaller dog. “Ah, hell.” He hobbled forward, the increased speed paying a mean toll on his ribs.

	The dogs were already in the forest and the woman was already across the field. 

	“Goddamned dog. Precious! Precious, stop!”

	The grass was short and crunchy. The floor of the forest was mostly dirt and hard beneath Ace’s quickened pace. Each step sent a rattle up his spine that played outwards like soundwaves through his abdomen.

	The phone in his pocket chirped again.

	He’d lost sight of the woman and the dogs amidst the flora. Through the tall fir trees, dodging the wispy moss, careful of his footing over the uneven ground and scattered twigs and needles, he followed his ears.

	The sunlit world was no more than fifty feet behind him when he heard the woman scream. It wasn’t a shout of anger or a cry of shock; this was an injured noise. He pushed on faster, ignoring the aches and pains.

	“Precious! Precious!” He would’ve yelled the woman’s name, but didn’t know it, of course, and had to settle for the absurdity of shouting for a dog while a woman screamed. “Precious!”

	Barking. The action was close. The woman’s voice rose anew. This time it bore a wet edge. A new sound slowed Ace’s feet momentarily: a big growl. Feet moved again, but cautiously.

	“Precious?”

	Ahead, two strange brown bundles ambled from behind a boulder and the unearthed root structure of a long dead tree. 

	A dog yipped. Ace couldn’t tell if it was Precious or Winston. A huffed growl sounded off once again. Ace steeled his back and closed his eyes.

	Tree limbs snapped over a chorus of crushed twigs and flattened ant-eaten logs. A human moan sang adlib. He took a breath deep enough to hurt and continued on. He rounded the stone and the huge swatch of roots and jumped backwards immediately.

	Two bears. Little ones, brown and greasy, yowled and pranced away. In the middle of a small clearing was the woman. She lay on her face, blood spilled at a trickle, but enough had already run to turn the dirt black.

	Ace had lived his entire life in Vancouver and didn’t know much about wilderness. He approached the woman quickly, wondering how in the hell those scared little bears did this to her. 

	“Lady. Lady, are you okay?” Stupid fucking question, don’t call ya Ace for nothing, huh? “Lady?”

	Her face seemed to tip to the side, rather than turn. Ace saw down her throat, cheek torn, jaw broken, and blood oozing over the soft pink insides. He gasped. Precious barked. This was not her I need to piss bark nor her let’s play bark, but something else. Angry.

	Ace looked over his shoulder in time to lift an arm to the swinging paw that seemed twice the size of his head. It connected and sent him tumbling. The pain in his ribs sang to the heavens. The new pain in his arm was nothing by comparison. He came to a halt against the rise of a tree’s root structure.

	Precious was barking.

	Winston was barking.

	The baby bears mewled.

	The enormous mother grizzly opened her mouth and roared an oven smog of fish rot, slobber, and fury. Ace flipped over, pained or not, and crawled toward the bulky trunk. 

	Another roar. 

	A paw flattened him. Claws carved into the meat of his back, shredding his shirt. The snap of softened bones in the midst of healing sent his body squirming against the pressure.

	The weight relented and he shot forward.

	Precious barked and growled.

	Winston had gone quiet. Or maybe had simply gone.

	The grizzly huffed, bringing her paw down again. Ace had made it only a few inches. The new pressure was off his chest, mostly, and onto his hips. It was painful, but not agonizing. Ace tried to pull away, hands on a stick and a root. The stick broke. His fingers slipped off the root. His hands grabbed at nothing in particular as the grizzly reeled him back.

	The pressure was gone and a fresh wash of fishy slobber rained over him as the bear breathed. It huffed again and dragged Ace by the back of his pants. He tried to spin away, coming to roll to his side as the grizzly leaned back, lifting her paws, and then slamming them down, on his hip and then his belly as he grabbed for a stick.

	The air whooshed out of his chest and his abdomen jerked upright naturally. The foot-long stick in his hand, diameter of about three inches, stabbed into the grizzly’s left nostril. 

	She hopped in reverse, shaking her head, trying to create distance between self and pain. It was like tapping a maple tree, but that wasn’t syrup running. 

	Ace saw none of this as he gasped and settled, his body was a sea of blazing stars. The grizzly roared. Ace leaned over, rolling onto his hip and shoulder. The goal was to get on the far side of the tree, away from the bear.

	Precious barked steadily. 

	The grizzly roared. A paw came down on Ace’s ankle, stripping him of a shoe, cutting three thin gullies over his anklebone. He cried out as his body was dragged backward.

	Precious barked louder.

	The baby bears whined.

	The grizzly huffed and roared, but away, as if chasing… Ace looked over his shoulder, body full of bees: Winston licked his master’s bloody cheek; the baby bears were on the move; the grizzly roared and swung at Precious. Precious bounced, a stupid dog, maybe still playing a game.

	Ace swallowed and opened his mouth. “Precious.” The word was a hiss. The metallic taste of blood joined the blandness of the dirt. He crawled toward the tree.

	Precious continued barking, but closer.

	Ace looked over his shoulder and the grizzly was there, eclipsing the universe. It roared. Ace put his hands up, falling sideways into a fetal curl. Paws came down again, crunching what ribs hadn’t been broken or re-broken already. Blood and bile bubbled up Ace’s throat and he gagged, spewing fluids.

	Precious barked and the pressure relented.

	Ace tried to rise. Onto his knees.

	A paw came down on his injured foot. The uninjured foot shot out with an execution that would impress a donkey. The tread of his Asics nailed the stick jutting from the grizzly’s nostril.

	The bear screamed something between a roar and a whine. 

	Precious barked like she was losing her mind. 

	The baby bears were crying distantly.

	Ace fell flat and tried to rise again. Pain softened his bones and muscles. He let gravity pin him, and he closed his eyes. Whatever would happen, would happen.

	—

	He came to with Precious’ tongue in his ear. His phone chirped. 

	He waited and listened for the grizzly. Only trees swishing. Only birds. Only Precious and her sloppy kisses.

	The pain was everywhere, but Ace was so lightheaded he felt it in only the most disconnected way. He ran his tongue over blood crusty lips and then spat. He got to his knees and leaned on his hands. He looked across the open space to the woman. She remained where she had been all along. Winston was gone.

	Ace pushed against a tree to get his feet beneath him, leaning while the blood returned to something close to normal movement.

	His phone chirped.

	He didn’t hear it. He reached with his right hand as if feeling out balance. Right leg extended, left leg following that, he took two steps from the tree. A third after that. A fourth then. Soon enough he had his eyes on the brightness beyond the forest.

	“Come on, Precious.”

	The more his head cleared, the more his body hurt. He squinted up at the sun. The air was thick with forest fire smoke and midday UV rays. Precious was dirty, dragging her leash. 

	Ace stopped and began coughing, nearly fell over, leaned hands on knees. Gasping, he grabbed the filthy leash. Ahead, there were people visiting the yard sale. They became his next target.

	Time passed in and out and still he moved.

	“Hey, you willing to take—Yo, what the hell happened?” a man said, a box of books held to his chest, holding a single fifty-dollar bill between two fingers. 

	“Bear.” Ace looked down at the boxes of hockey cards.

	“Where’s Carolyn?” another voice asked, a woman.

	“Bear.” Ace tipped his head in the direction of the forest. “Big bear. Biggest bear.”

	“What?” Multiple voices, Ace had nothing to say to them. His eyes remained set on those boxes of Pro-Set hockey cards. He grabbed them and tipped over, dragging a tablecloth and everything else from the table with him. 
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	The truck engine ticked twice. A good line of cars surrounded Carolyn’s laneway. 

	“Better go see if she’s got anything I need,” Bev said and kicked open his door, then turned and set the crossbow on the floor. “Looks like she brought out your old toys.” He pointed at Slimer, which was in a short girl’s hands.

	“Not mine,” Stephen said and let a memory wash over him.

	The home they grew up in was about half the size of the place Carolyn moved to after she married into wealth. They had a small backyard behind a split-level in the suburbs. The swing set was of hollow tubular steel, painted white with blue accents. Rust creeped out in flecking orange lines from where the chains hooked into O-bolts. The plastic seats had faded to a shade something akin to a week-old corpse found floating in a river. Everything creaked when weight made contact. Next to the two single seat swings was a short slide that got hot enough in the summer to turn fingers into bacon strips. 

	Carolyn had been standing by the chain-link fence with a two-foot stuffed cat. It had marble eyes and was heavier than the average stuffed animal thanks to wooden paws and a wooden nose. Whiskers like fishing line.

	Beyond the fence was a hill that sloped to the river. It was late June or early July. The river was lazy, but still deep enough. They weren’t allowed to go through the gate unless they had one of their parents with them.

	Stephen sat in the grass with a remote-control truck. The eight C cell batteries were all but out of juice and the truck hardly slugged along at all. Carolyn asked something, turning around as she did, but it failed to remain in Stephen’s memory. She then took a couple of steps toward him and screamed, flinging her arms back above her head, sending the stuffed cat over the fence.

	The next part he remembered. “Bee got me!” she’d shouted and then began screaming the name of the stuffed cat—another point failed upon recollection. Their father came out of the house and hurried to Carolyn and she continued wailing about the cat. Stephen saw the cat on the hill that fell like a ditch, only a foot from water. He thought he’d be a hero.

	Through the fence and down. He slipped and slid right past the stuffed cat. The water was mountain runoff, cold from the ever-melting snowcaps. Stephen gasped and that’s as far as the memory went until the hospital bed and Carolyn climbing up and kissing him and telling him he was her best brother and that she loved him and a slew of other nonsensical things a scared seven-year-old says to her nine-year-old brother.

	He hadn’t thought of that in years. The image made him smile. Of course, his mother spanked him once he’d healed up; that fence gate was off-limits, no matter what. Not that he could’ve gone through again, his father put a combination lock on it and only the adults knew the digits.

	Stephen grabbed the final box of stuff from the back of the truck and headed in the laneway. Bev had stopped at a table and put on a pair of bright red lobster claw oven mitts, began snapping them. Those hadn’t come from Stephen’s stuff either. 

	A disruption mounted at the head of the sale and Stephen stopped walking when he heard the word bear. Bev looked at Stephen and then hurried to the truck. 

	Stephen set down his box and ran to the battered man. He was bloody and making a mess of Carolyn’s yard sale.

	“Grizzly,” he managed to rasp and the buzz of the small crowd electrified. 

	“Where’s Carolyn?” Stephen leaned over the man.

	He didn’t answer and Stephen withdrew his cellphone, dialed nine-one-one. Bev charged around the crowd and into the field. He had his crossbow in hand, loaded. A voice came over the line and Stephen forced his phone at one of the yard sale shoppers.

	“Talk to them. Tell them.” He then followed Bev into the field. By the treeline, Carolyn’s stupid little dog began barking.

	—

	The trail was easy enough to follow. The mother bear had stamped the grass smooth in several spots while in clearings and then in the bush, she’d skidded claws and left one warm pile of shit. A huge pile.

	“That suggests a big one.”

	Stephen hardly heard Bev. They’d sat with Carolyn’s quickly chilling body for about five minutes. Stephen was crying and holding her bloodied frame while Bev tried to pull away, track the bear. The red in Stephen’s eyes demanded that he be there when that animal died. He had to look into its cold beady eyes as Bev sent it to hell.

	Stephen let Carolyn go and stood. 

	Back beyond the forest, sirens wailed.

	—

	The smoke was in the air, heavy as they trudged nearer the mountains—still several kilometers away, but moving in their direction. The fires were beyond the mountains, some to the east past the highway, and some west, though lesser thanks to the moisture contained in the rainforests. 

	“There.” Bev pointed after the single whispered syllable. 

	Through the trees and by a giant boulder, near a patch of blackberry bushes, was the big bear. A grizzly, stretched out, two small cubs climbing on her as if she was a jungle set. They made little grunting noises while the big bear moaned and licked slightly overripe blackberry juice from her claws. Given the heat, it was no surprise the growth continued as it had that late in the year. Often enough, bears were stocking up their guts, knowing they’d soon settle in for their big sleeps by the middle of October. It felt like it might be a long year for bear activity.

	Bev began inching closer. Stephen followed, watching his steps, moving as if in slow motion—careful, methodical. At fifty feet away, the bear lifted her head and looked in their direction. Stephen froze and Bev raised the crossbow. The sights centered on the upper part of the bear’s abdomen. The cubs had ceased playing. The bear rolled onto her fours. The cubs sensed something and scurried in the opposite direction from the mother bear.

	She roared and stood on hind legs. 

	Bev waited.

	The bear then began running, her huge belly shifting from side-to-side as her incredible legs carted the great weight. She had to clock in at seven hundred pounds—incredible for a female.

	Thirty feet away, the bear snorted and Bev fired. The arrow spun her, she wailed, but got up, blood leaking. She still had speed on her side. Bev racked another arrow and fired. This one nicked and flashed through the fur of the bear’s shoulder, hardly slowing her. 

	Fifteen feet.

	Bev racked a third arrow. The bear was so close they could smell her. A branch she broke sent chips and splinters all the way to where the men stood. The angry red Stephen saw was shifting quickly, turning white for surrender.

	Ten feet.

	Bev fired and the bear stumbled some as this strike punctured its neck. Blood spilled and ran, but the bear kept coming, slowly now.

	Five feet.

	Bev racked another, waited, sweat ran as if a storm front hid beneath his ball cap.

	Four feet.

	The bear rose up to its hind legs, about to pounce, roared as it moved, and Bev fired. The wispy THWUP! nailed flat and stopped the bear. Blood spurted from the hole in its neck as well as a shot that struck an inch or so from dead centre of its upper abdomen. It pawed at the injuries, rocking in reverse, flopping, trying to withdraw from the pain. 

	In the clearing, the cubs cried in a constant dog-like whimper. Bev jumped and hooted. “Got you, cocksucker!”

	Stephen’s body turned to Jell-O, and he sat in the pine needles and moss of the forest floor. He looked at the blood on the dead bear and thought of Carolyn. Those cubs had no mother and it didn’t bring back his sister. He climbed up and began staggering the way they’d come.

	“Where you going?” Bev was hyper, his voice high, happy, victorious.

	“Carolyn. Carolyn, man.”

	“Oh, right. Uh, I’ll meet you back there.” Bev set down his bow and made for his kill. He unscrewed the one head that traveled through and rescued the arrow. Another arrow was in the field somewhere. The ones stuck in the bear would have to wait. 

	He shouted to scatter the cubs. They ran.

	—

	The morgue was a room in the hospital. Stephen met the body there and after about half an hour, met both his parents. They’d been contacted when Carolyn’s husband was MIA. The hug was long. Stephen didn’t remember the last time he’d hugged anyone, maybe when the Canucks got to the finals, when they killed the Sharks in a game five double-overtime—thank you, Kevin Bieksa. 

	Of course, this was very different. This stung like no loss had stung before. They cried in a huddle and his mother kept asking about the blood on his shirt and his father kept asking about the bear and did it suffer when Bev killed it. To both sets of questions, he offered only incoherent snippets. Half-replies because his brain refused to fully un-cloud.

	Carolyn was dead. 

	The bear was dead. 
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	Stacy Hill was in the police station giving her statement and really getting nowhere. The cop on the opposite side of the desk was bulky in the shoulders and neck, fat in the middle. He looked like a high school jock all growed up, his muscles gone soft. 

	She couldn’t think of a more condescending man she’d met in real life.

	“Now, dear, I told you. They got the bear.”

	Stacy clenched her fists and her teeth, hid her hands below eye-level of the desk, hid her teeth—albeit not very well—behind her pulled tight lips. “It wasn’t a bear. Or, if it was a bear, it wasn’t a normal bear.”

	The cop leaned forward and gave her a half smirk. “I know what you saw was traumatic, but mother bears get protective and once they establish a pattern of violence to humans, they stick with it. After she killed Carolyn Wilder, a man named Bev Sorensen—I went to school with his eldest brother and stood behind him on the scrimmage line…well, Bev killed that big old bear.”

	“No. He. Didn’t.”

	“Hun, please, think this through. You were scared and your mind played a real nasty trick.”

	Stacy was about to tell the man to get fucked when a knock landed against the open door and another cop spoke. “Hey, guys can’t find the trail she was talking about.”

	Stacy closed her eyes. 

	The moment she’d begun describing GPS coordinates and hidden trailheads, the cops taking notes fell behind waves of mental glass. A bunch of middle-aged men and a few young men, none of them cared to listen more than perfunctorily to Stacy’s directions. They’d find it, how hard could it be? 

	They’d wasted more than an hour since the call.

	“Think you could lead the guys?” the cop opposite the desk asked.

	Anything to get away from this bozo. She said, “Sure, but they’ll need water and good boots; you can’t drive to it.”

	“Got ATVs.”

	She shook her head. “Might work for a mile or so, but it’s walking. Lots of walking.”

	—

	She’d hiked with friends before, non-hikers. The trips would start out fun, but then she’d be reminded to turn her speed down to half, then there’d be triple the number of stops, and finally she’d never see the end if a hike was more than a few hours. Even going slowly.

	Of the cops, only one man could keep up. He was about her age, had a head like a cinder block, blond hair, deep blue eyes, and the body of a league bowler. His keys rattled and his belly swayed, but he kept up and hadn’t gone green or drowned in sweat. Stacy was impressed until she stopped and pointed up to a clearing.

	“There.”

	“Thanks, doll,” the cop said and stepped past her and didn’t see the partially flayed corpse until he was almost standing on it. He dry-heaved twice before letting go of a deluge of brown liquid loaded with potato-like hunks. Gut stew.

	She went no further, standing back as the officers worked. The man with the camera went around in a great circle, taking shots and pointing to things the others could shove into waxy canvas bags, spiraling slowly nearer to the tent. Once through, the cameraman stepped back into the trees.

	“Where’d the bear come from?”

	Stacy rubbed her temples. “The animal came from the side of the mountain. Its cave must’ve fallen in some because it was digging.”

	The cop scrunched his face. “And the campers didn’t hear it?”

	“Like I told your boss, they were fucking! Didn’t hear anything!”

	The man’s eyes flashed and a grin played on his lips—somewhere inside, he connected something between women who talk like that and the act behind the words. Probably. Stacy was sure of it and scowled. She suddenly felt like she was dragged back in time. Who were these idiots?

	—

	The lead turned out to be the chunky man she sat opposite from when she gave the initial report and she didn’t learn his name until he said it for the cameras. After returning from the forest, she had to call into work and describe her day—one that wasn’t over yet—and explain why she’d be no good turning beds. The manager gave the verbal equivalent of a shrug and the call ended. She then followed the lead cop to his car and together they drove to the hospital. 

	It wasn’t how it was in movies. They’d had a parking lot lip to lift him slightly, as opposed to a podium, and the camera flashes and foam-headed microphones were significantly fewer in number. CTV had a video camera. Two freelance reporters snapped shots and held recording devices attached to their microphones. Six people, possibly professionals, held smartphones.

	“I’m Officer Gary Burgess. Today, an unfortunate incident occurred…”

	Stacy listened from a few feet away. She hadn’t heard the whole story about the woman named Carolyn. The mess was sad and terrible, but it had nothing to do with what she saw.

	“Prior to that, Derek and Natalie Perkins were gathering mushrooms, when the same bear attacked and killed them. Miss Stacy Hill happened to be hiking and witnessed the incident.” The cop pointed at Stacy. 

	Frustrated, tired, and through with this shit, Stacy barked. “Not! The! Same! Animal!”

	The cameras and microphones turned to her direction. She had no alley of escape but through the Emergency Room doors. The reporters then sounded a little more like a TV deal, shouting and clicking shots, but nobody followed her. 

	She continued down the hall, passing a nurse pushing an occupied bed. A person had bandages on their face; a white sheet covered their body. The shrouded shapes gave reason to assume more than a couple plaster casts on broken body parts. Then she had it; this had to be the survivor from the other incident. 

	She leaned against a wall and watched the man move into a room. Two men stood outside the door. One she’d seen around; she thought perhaps he worked for the national parks or the city. He had nice eyes and strong looking hands, was thin and wore dark everything, Merrill boots on his feet. He had a pad of paper out and was taking a statement from the second man standing by the door.

	The man in Merrill boots looked up from his pad. “Hey, are you the woman who saw the bear earlier?”

	Stacy wanted to be mad, but the fury had drained. Nobody believed her. “It wasn’t a bear I saw.”

	“What?” The man in the Merrill boots looked to the other man. “Give me a minute, Bev.” He rose and stepped across the hall. “The police said you saw—”

	“They won’t listen. It wasn’t a bear, or not a bear like I’ve ever seen. It was huge.”

	“The one that fella killed was enormous for a female grizzly.”

	“Why do I even bother talking to you damned cops?” Stacy tightened her ponytail.

	“I’m not a cop. I’m a game warden and Park Ranger. Name’s Kermit Buckwalter, and you’re Stacy Hill. I’ve seen you around; you hike.”

	“What’s that matter? What I saw wasn’t a bear, can’t you get that through your head?”

	“Hey. We’re just talking. I only know what I’m told. So tell me, what did you see?” Kermit flipped to a new page in his book, jotted for two seconds and returned his eyes to Stacy, his hand poised to write.

	“What, from the beginning?”

	“If you wouldn’t mind.”

	“Hey, I’m gonna run to Timmy’s; be back in like half an hour, cool?”

	The game warden gave a lazy civilian salute from his brow. “From the beginning,” he said, full attention on Stacy.

	“So, I was…” She began with the trailhead because this man seemed like he might know what she meant and then carried on right through to the gruesome details.

	“I can see why nobody’s listening.”

	“What?” Stacy was so damned tired of talking.

	“Your story sounds crazy, and if there weren’t two pretty mutilated bodies, I’d call you a wacko the second you left my sight. But they sent me the pictures of what was left at the scene you witnessed, and I hope to god the bear Bev killed is the beast you saw, otherwise I’ve got an issue.”

	Stacy pouted her lower lip, surprised.

	“Level with me. Is it possible you have an exaggerated memory? I mean, have you imagined bigger than reality before?”

	“What I saw was huge. It wasn’t a figment, wasn’t a story to send people chasing their tails, it was a monster, a real-life monster. I got a picture, but it’s just a flash of brown.” Stacy’s face was pale, but her cheeks were blushed unevenly. A red splotch had appeared on her neck. She needed to sleep off this stress.

	“I’ll tell you, I believe you, to a point. That said, the coincidence of two animal attacks by two different killers, within about a six-kilometre shot through the woods—as the crow flies—and only a handful of hours apart, is pretty unlikely. See my point?”

	Stacy did but didn’t waste her breath. The man named Bev returned and Stacy gave her number to the Park Ranger before stepping through the rear exit.

	—

	Nine o’clock, Stacy was asleep and dreaming of the beast. In the dream, she was close, at a campfire unable to move. The beast sat across the fire, its head rising into the shadows beyond her sight.

	“They didn’t get me.” The beast’s voice rumbled godlike and Stacy listened, blinking with each syllable as if the beast’s tongue and gums were a hammer striking sheet metal. “I am not that bear.”

	“I know.” Stacy could only whisper, her voice a mere decibel or two above the crackle of the campfire.

	From the darkness, dragonflies and moths fluttered toward the flames. One, two, five, ten, twenty landed on her arms, shoulders, head. Their little feet prodded and their wings flapped.

	“I am alive. I will live forever,” the beast said.

	At the great boom of the voice, the insects began dying. Their limbs broke away and their abdomens crumbled like ash. Bits and pieces fell into Stacy’s eyes and she blinked at the intrusion, so badly she wanted to wipe her face, wanted to run. She’d gotten out of the forest once; she could do it again. If only she could move.

	“Do you know why I live?”

	Her stone body loosened about the neck and something shook her head. She was a puppet to the plot of this landscape; her body was set dressing and a cue marker for the main attraction.

	“You don’t?”

	Her voice pressed out like air escaping a deflating pool toy, “Noooo.”

	“It’s because of you.”

	This time her head nodded. Yes, she got that. This was her fault. A beast roamed free and it was her fault.

	“They aren’t evening looking for me, and I’ll kill again and again and—”

	“Okay!”

	“You’ve done this.”

	“I know.”

	Her eyes jerked wide. The moon beyond her curtains reigned high in the night. She looked at the red digits of the clock: 2:09. She had to make them believe. 
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	Ying Chan and Tung Hope followed the group into the woods. Brian Bender led. He was in his first year at the University of British Columbia in the civil engineering program. He was from the suburbs and had had friends growing up who lived in the country. One day after class, the trio of hopeful future engineers got onto the topic of being stupidly drunk. It wasn’t long before Brian had a small crowd of Vancouver-born students listening as he regaled them with the fun of drinking by campfires. At one point, he lifted his shirt to reveal the line that ran from his side to the middle of his stomach.

	“Got too excited on a May Two-four. Drank a shitload of rye, but wasn’t feeling it because I hadn’t stood up in like three hours. Then I stood to take a piss and face-planted onto the campfire. See, most rental campsites use gutted tire rims halfway buried in the dirt to keep a fire where it should be, and this place had one of those and the damned thing was red hot. I don’t even remember falling, some chick picked me up and was slapping my pants and I yelled at her. She goes ‘FINE, FUCKING IDIOT!’ and I look down and my cords are on fire. I had to walk around all night with no shirt; weird thing, I bumped into this guy at another site whose mom packed him all kinds of crazy shit for the weekend and he rubbed aloe on my burn,” Brian had said, then let his shirt fall.

	That was enough. Ying and Tung were in. They’d only been drunk a handful of times and never in the woods, hell, the closest thing to proper woods they’d ever been to was Stanley Park. That was a start, but the deal wasn’t done; they needed females, otherwise the will to stay up late drained too quickly—hope of getting some action kept eyes wide and bodies moving.

	Once they figured that out, it was on like Donkey Kong.

	“They already have a fire going.” Brian pointed though it was too dark to see anything beyond tree silhouettes under the high moon. The fire ban meant they could be fined a hefty sum, and it also meant the wrong wayward spark might begin a chain reaction that could engulf the entire forest. 

	Out into the small clearing only a few hundred feet up the trail, the boys moved single file. Ying and Tung each had a handle of a big blue cooler. The ice had melted some and the beer sloshed around with each step, tink-tink-tinking. 

	“Hey, ladies! Get funky!” Brian shouted and then made an attempt at mimicking a cowbell. Nobody got the joke. Brian was the youngest of six children, the eldest was thirty-nine, meaning Brian had a wider selection of lyrical imprints to pull from.

	The girls were not from the engineering program, but from the music program. One cello player and two flutists. The two flutists were twins named Karen and Kelly Lundqvist. The cello player was Dana Wilson. Dana was a country girl, only learned cello after acoustic guitar and then bass guitar, wanted something more dignified; wanted to show everyone back home she wasn’t another loser of the Wilson family tree. She and Brian worked out on Google Maps where they should take the bush-drunk-virgins to pop their cherries. 

	Dana was more worried about the fire ban than the rest and had built a double rock barrier and drew buckets of water from a creek to soak the moss and clovers around the pit. She brought wood from home, over shooting the trip out of Vancouver by about half an hour before trailing back. She hadn’t wanted anyone to see where she was from, so she put the twins on snacks duty at the grocery store while she hurried up to the old farmhouse. 

	Luckily, nobody was home and she pillaged the wood box for some skinnier chopped bits and then, following her nose, went to the smoke room and swiped a fresh string of venison pepperettes. 

	The girls had their own liquor: the twins drinking vodka coolers and Dana drinking vodka mixed in a Minute Maid carton. They sat on blankets; Karen’s iPhone connected to a portable speaker; Kendrick Lamar was rhyming at a tempered volume. A collective smile played on faces once the boys got to within seeing distance. 

	“Ready to get wilderness drunk?” Brian asked.

	The twins hooted and Ying and Tung set down the cooler near the enormous tent the twins had purchased for the occasion. 

	—

	The crackle and snap of the fire was steady. Dana had to yell at Brian three times about not overloading it, to which he stated they could always get more wood, missing the point entirely. They’d been out for nearly four hours. The twins were doing their best to make all the right moves with the engineering boys from Vancouver, but the boys were drunk and oblivious. Ying had stripped to his boxer shorts to dance around the fire while Tung had picked up a chilled chunk of charred wood to blacken his nose and drew whiskers on his cheeks. Brian had aims at both the twins, or rather, either of the twins, but knew he’d probably end up with Dana. They’d played this game before, going to parties, trying other things on, ending up at the end of the night with a spent condom and terrible breath between them while they slept. 

	Dana began to strip, deciding to join Ying. In the distance, wood cracked like a whole tree had fallen. Everything in the forest stopped. The only sounds were the fire and Lorde coming from the iPhone.

	“What the hell was that?” Kelly asked, pulling her long blonde hair back and twisting it nervously until it was a bun. 

	Dana ceased stripping, her plaid button-up completely buttoned down. “Sounded like a tree fell over. Couldn’t be though, could it?”

	The night was so calm; trees didn’t just topple on calm nights and there was no way someone was out working that late. A lumberjack would have to be insane to fell a tree in the dark. 

	Tung stood and faced the darkness from which the sound came. “Fuck you, tree!” He then took the tip of one end of the pepperette string he’d worn around his neck and bit off a big, salty bite.

	That broke the tension and had everyone laughing. Brian led the way and chugged his beer, the twins finished their coolers, Tung and Ying took long swigs—had had too much already to finish half-full beers at once—and Dana continued to stare out, though her expression had softened.

	Karen tapped the button to increase the volume three times and Lorde fell away to Tech N9ne. All was well for nearly five minutes. 

	Another huge crack echoed over the campsite, this time much closer. Brian had seen a shadow in the distance pass by the blue night sky. “Turn it down a minute,” he said and Kelly and Karen both scrambled for the button. 

	Dana looked at Brian. “What do you think? Do we go?”

	—

	The beast saw many things that were strange to her since she’d climbed out of the cave. Firstly, the meal she’d eaten, the tough meat of the humans had a nice taste, but seemed more bone and gristle than was worthwhile. She’d taken down much bigger animals in her life as a predator and the meat to non-meat ratio was always better. And still, that flesh had been fine.

	It had been a little scary too. 

	What were these things? Where had they come from? Where had her apple trees gone, and how did these other trees shoot up so quickly? 

	And the noises. The world had become loud. From every direction, sounds found her. She watched strange birds, tiny ones, she saw none like she usually saw—the irritating buzzards that occasionally slipped in next to her to pick at her meals.

	Sensing comfort in it, the beast found a river—though not her river—and watched the fish when they came. Sparse and small, her utopia was gone and fear made way to anger. By sundown, she began slashing trees and pouncing on rocks. Huffing and snorting, letting loose infrequent roars. 

	Then she heard the cry and followed her ears. Through the unfamiliar woods, mastering the strange terrain, she powered. The cries reminded her of the offspring she’d produced over the years, the babies she’d nurtured until they were big enough to appear a threat rather than a comfort. Those times, the beast would then force the juvenile, but nearly adult, offspring away, or she’d destroy and devour them. 

	Breath heavy in her chest, she finally located the cries. They were impossibly small under the moonlight. The beast came forward and the bear cubs scampered from the wet patch they’d clung to. The beast smelled the blood—this too reminded her of self and lineage. Her tongue dropped and she lapped at the sticky waste. Old, many hours old.

	The beast huffed how she would to her own youth and the cubs whined. She huffed again. And again. And again. Clumsy cub steps brought the little ones near and the beast let them nuzzle into her coarse fur. They were different, but apples of the same tree. She cradled them in her giant paws, picking them up the way a child carried a hamster. 

	They stayed where they were until the moon rose as high as it dared and then a scent hit her nose and the cubs whined anew. Slowly, plodding rather than charging, the beast and the bastard cubs made their way toward the smell. The closer they got, the bigger the scent became: salty, sweet, meaty. A constant sound joined the olfactory draw, and they picked up pace until through the gloom of the shadowy forest. Soon, they saw a speck of fire. 

	Home of the scent, home of the sound, home of their next meal.

	The beast began running, knowing the cubs would follow or wait; either was fine. She slammed sideways into a young, twenty-foot spruce, cracking it and sending it down. Then it happened again, a bigger tree, but closer to the meal. She could see shapes—the delicious boney things. Her breaths came out in great huffing surges. She slammed into another tree that fell with an almighty crack.

	—

	“We should run, right?” Dana asked, her voice trembling.

	“Uh…umm.” Brian looked around the darkness. They were a good five-minute run from the cars, and that was only if they left everything behind. 

	“Fuck you, tree!” Tung began swinging the trio of hooked pepperettes over his head like nunchucks. “You think you can defeat me?” he said then in exaggerated English, mimicking a poorly dubbed Kung-Fu flick. “I like you try my tiger style.”

	The sound of breathing came to them then and Tung dropped the act, sobering a great deal, as if someone flipped a switch inside him.

	Ying broke off in a run, his near-nakedness shining under the moonlight. The twins were up too, but fidgeting with their phones: one trying to dial out and the other removing the cord from the dock speaker. Dana was off behind Ying, Brian behind her. Tung seemed frozen.

	The trees at the edge of the clearing cracked without snapping and an incredible form stepped out into the moonlight. It was massive. Then it stood up. Tung screamed and the beast leapt, great paws and claws outstretched. One paw centered Tung’s chest, covering more than half of his abdomen. He fell back at the impact and the paw followed through, the beast’s weight coming down fully on Tung. The air whooshed so heavily from his chest that his tongue detached at the back of his throat, blocking pathways to both nose and mouth, forcing air further up the nasal cavity, popping both eyeballs from sockets and wheezing bloody burps from his orbital holes. He was already dead and did not feel this—the initial moment of impact had sent a shattered rib through his heart.

	The beast smelled that wonderful scent that brought her and slurped the string of pepperettes into her mouth. She then headed after those making the noises, following undeterred over the well-trodden hiking trail. The beast filled her lungs and let loose. The roar rattled Karen and she stumbled sideways, her sister peeling after her screaming, “Get up! Get up!”

	Claws swiped, downing grass like a scythe before slicing into Karen’s back and head, and Kelly’s hip and thigh. Karen was out instantly, but Kelly felt it all. Blood gushed as she rolled, hands prodding into the gash that ran so deep she touched bones she never knew existed. The beast reared up and slammed down onto her, mashing her head between her shoulders, toppling her spine like a Jenga set.

	“Holy god.” Brian had stopped a moment to watch, couldn’t help it.

	The beast lifted her head and charged at him, he spun, took three long steps before a claw burst through his shoulder and lifted him up and backwards in an arc; suddenly he looked at the smiling mouth of the beast and then he felt the teeth; a weak whimper left him before the beast crunched and munched, spitting out hands like pistachio shells.

	New sounds. Strange sounds. The beast carried on through a copse of trees to a stony lot where a mid-sized crossover ran. An Acura.

	The lights reminded her of the apple feeling, but not of enjoying apples, instead that apples had been taken away. She pushed hard, roaring and loping on all fours. The vehicle turned and pointed out the lane. The beast moved twice as quickly as Ying while he shifted from reverse to drive.

	The beast’s head stretched about as wide as the driver’s door, and when it struck the rear corner of the vehicle, it sent it sideways, smashing windows and tipping the ride onto two tires and then onto its side. The beast growled a steady hum. Ying wailed through the broken glass. The beast pounced as it would against a giant turtle or an especially big fish. The claws tore and crunched, shredding the steel and plastic body. Ying continued screaming from within. 

	Frantic pawing sank a claw between door and frame and the beast had an anchor to reef on. The latch snapped and the door REEEKed open. Ying was livid. The beast sunk her paw down and began yanking back, struggling but committed. Ying’s voice had shrunk, but he still wailed. Then the belt snapped and the beast pulled free and launched Ying behind her in a rainbow’s arc, reaching fifty feet high before landing eighty-two feet away. 

	She chased her kill and Dana saw her chance. Her 1988 Ford Tempo ran without lights. She peeled past the beast. Dana reached down and grabbed the plunger once she felt safe. For a short while, she could hear the beast, but the car was much faster, even on the shaky logging road that led to the trailhead. 

	One lane and the Tempo owned it. Dana’s breath settled and tears slid down her face. That shit was—

	A deer leapt out and she instinctively pulled the wheel to the right, sending the car over an embankment and into the trees. The front end crumpled, pinching her legs, and knocking her cold. The Tempo had settled behind a wall of fir trees on that deserted road. Dana’s chest huffed and fell, moving until steadily into the sleep of the drunk and concussed. When the sun came up, she refused to scream. That thing might still be out there, looking for her. She tried for her cellphone, but it had been in her front pocket and much of the screen had entered her leg. Quietly, with a head aching something horrid, she cried and wished for help, knowing she’d only be found by sheer luck.

	—

	Until the wee hours of the morning, the beast and the bear cubs feasted on human remains. Shortly before the sun rose, the beast found a suitable hole beneath a long-toppled tree’s root structure. The cubs did not cry and did not moan. Caked in blood and dirt, the trio slept. 
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	Stacy Hill opened her laptop after she sat with a bowl of Special K and a cup of coffee. Her Facebook feed flared a photo of her face. She couldn’t help clicking through. The Rebel Media was right-wing faux-news, its viewership willing to believe anything as long as it bolstered their prejudices. They preached for a white, atomic household with women in their place and those of non-Anglo-Euro descent somewhere else.

	WOMAN CLAIMS BEARS ARE PEOPLE

	“What in the hell?” Stacy clicked the play button and her angry, splotchy visage filled a shaky screen as she shouted that the beast wasn’t a bear. The story beneath the absurd headline suggested that she meant animals were people and she was a tree hugger that would rather see people dead than to have a killer bear taken care of.

	She went back to Facebook and then saw that it was her father who had posted the link. She typed, deleted, re-typed, re-deleted, the scathing note finally came to be summed up in a question: How is it that your generation can all tell if rain’s coming by an ache in your knees, but can’t tell what’s blatant bullshit when you see it posted on the internet?

	She shutdown Facebook and opened Twitter. Unable to help herself, she checked The Rebel Media and saw dozens of dudes calling her a Jew and communist and hippy, a few questioned if she wasn’t trans, another questioned if she hadn’t been brainwashed by the Chinese government; she slammed the laptop closed. 

	—

	Ace Parker had his phone out and watched a press conference from the night before. He’d been doped to the gills since they’d brought him in. His body ached, but he’d become accustomed to that and he’d been medicated before the paramedics got to him, though nobody knew. His heart had stopped briefly from over-dosage. Luckily, he was already in professional care when it happened.

	He watched the little screen. It started normal and then this woman went off the rails and the reporter only said how traumatic the other grisly scene must’ve been. The lead, Gary Burgess, described what the woman witnessed to the cameras as if to explain her reaction. Ace wondered if that was right. Maybe there was a second bear, or something else, like an escaped zoo gorilla or one of those skunk-apes. 

	He then read about the man who’d killed the bear that had attacked him. The photo showed a puff-chested hunter type with a whiskery face and dishevelled upkeep. Ace immediately disliked him. Then they got onto the woman and her brother.

	Ace scrolled back up to the photo of the hunter and saw the brother in the background of the shot, looking downright ghostly.

	His phone chirped and it was a message from Mindy, asking him for an answer about the wedding. Whether it was the drugs or the pair of near-death experiences, he didn’t have patience for her anymore.

	—Get married get cancer I don’t give a shit stop pestering me

	She responded —Asshole. I’m coming to get Precious as soon as we move into our house.

	Ace thought about that a moment. 

	What had happened to the stupid dog?

	—

	Kermit Buckwalter was in the middle of writing his report for the national file when his telephone rang and a voice asked if he’d go live on CBC radio sometime in the next hour. He said, “How about now?”

	“How about two minutes?”

	“Yep.”

	He waited, listening to the host talk about the rarity of a bear attack and the oddity that the bear had attacked twice in one day—something seemingly unheard of.

	“We have Kermit Buckwalter, ranger for Parks Canada as well as a BC game warden. Welcome, Mr. Buckwalter.”

	“Hello.”

	“Right. Now what I’ve been wondering, do bears have bad days? And when they’re having a bad day, do they rampage like this?”

	Kermit pondered how to answer these semi-loaded questions. He didn’t need a bunch of hopped-up locals running around shooting innocent animals. 

	“I think anyone or anything can probably have a bad day, but here, this is simple. When people encroach on a bear’s territory and the bear feels threatened, it attacks or it runs. Grizzly bears tend to attack. They are most likely to do this when cubs are present.”

	“Yeah, but that’s not always the case, is it?” The host had a mouth full of suggestion and it struck Kermit that he’d never listened to this man on the other end, possibly he was a weekend host because he was a nutcase and there were fewer listeners on weekends.

	“No. Just as often a dog is to blame. Nine of every ten bear attacks involve a dog chasing a bear and a bear retaliating. In this case, you had two dogs and two cubs—according to the man who’d killed the bear. With the mushroom foragers, it’s anyone’s guess, but logic suggests they’d encroached on the bear’s habitat.”

	“So where are those cubs now? Will they grow into killers, too? Do bear offspring inherit this trait?”

	Kermit scoffed. “That’s absurd. All animals have a survival mode built into them, that’s how evolution works. The weaker species die off and the strong ones survive.”

	“Sure, but what are you doing to find these cubs to be certain they aren’t killing?”

	“Is that a joke? I’ll watch for reports, but often bear cubs don’t make it long without their mothers. They become prey rather than sidekicks to a predator. Or they starve. It would be nice to locate them and attempt to pair them with one of the tagged grizzlies.”

	“How many grizzlies are in your local forest? Should people avoid trails until the killer cubs are apprehended?”

	Kermit paused. Thinking. Said finally, “Is this live?”

	“Yes.”

	“Okay, listeners, here me now: this man I’m speaking to is a fucking moron. Grizzly cubs—” Kermit heard the noticeable absence of connection static and then heard the pulse of the line disconnect. He cradled the receiver and got back to his report.

	—

	“I hit it square three times and grazed its neck another time. Might’ve been a bit reckless, but, ya know, Indians used to get bears with bows and arrows that ain’t flying half the speed of my Barnett Ghost has ‘em going.” Bev looked at his kitchen imposed in the bottom right corner of his laptop screen, his head like a giant shadowy melon in front.

	“Now, that almost segues perfectly to another point. The original people of this land hunted for necessity, you hunted this bear for revenge. Has anyone contacted you about hunting out of season, not that grizzlies have a season over there in BC?” A man named William Danforth held up the other half of the conversation. The recording would air a couple hours later on the Hunting & Fishing Network.

	Bev snorted at the question. “That bear killed multiple people.”

	“I’ve read that, and A, you didn’t know about the others when you killed it, and B, the game warden hasn’t put out his findings, and I’d trust a game warden over a police statement ten out of ten times.”

	“What’s that matter? I killed a killer bear.”

	William’s jaw stiffened. “A mother bear protecting her cubs from aggressive dogs. This doesn’t sound like some unusually blood thirsty animal to me. It sou—”

	“But it is! Was! Dead now and deserved it. A bad bear. Geez, I thought you were for hunting and fishing. I did a public service.”

	“I’m not saying it isn’t possible that you did. I’m asking why you were so quick to do it without any facts?”

	“Facts? My buddy held his sister’s torn up corpse. Could see right down her throat through her face. It was the nastiest thing I ever saw a bear do to someone. That was all the facts I needed.”

	“Noted. That about does it for our time. Thank you for joining me, Bev Sorensen.”

	“Yeah, sure.”

	—

	Gary Burgess sat on his couch, his two boys and one of his girls in the living room with him, his wife was in the office on the computer—she’d already seen most of the press Gary had done, but the kids had been out of the house.

	“See me?” he said for the fourth time in the last hour.

	The boys were young enough that they still considered their father a hero: seven and eight. One of their sisters sat on the couch with their father. She was eleven and didn’t see the man as any kind of hero, but she had no trouble with anything he did. Mareika was the first child, the accident that came along when Mommy and Daddy were just dating and Daddy was still in college. Lately, Mareika called the man a pig and sexist. She was seventeen and out of his control. 

	“Did she text you back yet?” Alma Burgess stepped into the living room, phone in left hand, right hand poised and ready to type. 

	Gary didn’t answer, which was his way of saying no when the question had deep, throbbing roots. Instead, he flipped the channel until he found a re-run of Criminal Minds. He loved the impossible proficiency, the good guys always win eventually mentality of such dramas.

	“I’ll send her another text. She has school in the morning, shouldn’t be out all hours on a Sunday.” Alma had her face turned to the screen. Once the message sent, she looked at the TV. “Hey, isn’t this the one based on Pickton?”

	“Might be. They ran out of ideas by like season six, started going back over everything they’d done.” Gary looked like he’d already forgotten his wayward daughter. “Doesn’t really matter to me.”

	“Scooch over,” Alma said as she nestled in on the couch.

	—

	Stephen Gillman had separated himself from his parents and brother-in-law—he’d been out of the country on business—sequestering himself to a small, secondary washroom in Carolyn’s home. The décor was all her. Light yellow walls with darker yellow floral emblems embossing the surfaces throughout. The floor was shiny grey linoleum. The toilet and sink were sparkling Fanny with heavy stainless-steel fixtures; the sink’s spout was like a swan. The mirror had four bulbs lit of the eight—hitting the light switch a second time would empower the remainder and up the wattage. 

	He sat on the can and stretched a leg to get his cellphone from his pocket. He hopped on Facebook and ignored the three hundred plus notifications, scrolled through the posts of people living normal lives where bears didn’t attack, where sisters weren’t at the mortuary getting patched up for viewing. Then he saw Bev posting about his spot on a hunting show and the link to the clip. Stephen swiped by. Next came the woman who’d witnessed the other attack. According to the person posting it, she was a lunatic and hippy for suggesting that bears should get trials. 

	“No way she actually said that,” Stephen whispered, thinking the woman had a nice face, although she looked quite upset in the photo. 

	He scrolled back up to the search bar and typed her name. He found her, but to no surprise, her pages and profiles were private. 

	Stephen Googled the NHL scores—the Canucks had lost again—then went onto Twitter to watch clips from @AwardsDarwin’s feed but swiped by any animal attacks. 
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	The young woman was a half mile behind the older woman—older by less than a decade. They didn’t know each other well, but spent the night out in the woods looking up at the stars and smoking marijuana while they laid side-by-side on a sleeping bag. The time was short and lovely, and rather than heading into town come morning, they decided to eat a campout breakfast of granola bars and beef jerky, drinking water and coffee that had chilled overnight from a thermos. Then they stepped onto the trail and disappeared into the woods.

	The older woman was a hiker. The younger woman was not. At most she’d hitchhiked, but that was hardly a habit. Still, she trudged on, didn’t call out; she didn’t try to catch up, simply moved her feet.

	That was until the scream echoed over the landscape. “Georgia?” the young woman shouted. “Georgia!” She began running.

	The dry grass of the rarely used trail crunched and flattened beneath her steps. The trees swished as she broke between the branches of green, tips frosted with brown. She passed into the shade and the temperature dropped as dimness caused her to slow, adjusting her sight to the drastic change around her. Purple orbs floated and passed, then she saw the older woman, sprawled, lifeless, bloody from a gash that opened like a seismic fissure up her side.

	The younger woman’s eyes widened and she spun on her heels. That’s when she saw the two bear cubs, both wore masks of crusty red residue around their maws. They stared at her from their safe distance and then they looked to behind her. 

	Sounds approached then, big, heavy, horrible sounds. The thumps snapped wood and pounded dirt. 

	The woman kept on running. The sun hit her when she re-emerged on the trail. Her eyes snapped tight to the high hard glow, but her feet didn’t slow. Quickly, she was off the trail, burning through waist-high grass. She looked around, didn’t dare stop moving. The roar from behind sent rockets to her legs and she broke for a spruce that had to be three hundred years old—the circumference being more than eight meters and the height reaching between thirty and forty meters. 

	Another roar resounded at such a volume that she bore it through her flesh, and then she felt the breeze of a near-miss paw swipe, felt the moisture of the beast’s breath from another mighty roar. She reached the tree, stumbling as she did. Sawdust and splintered wood rained down on her. She finally looked up at the beast, as she backpedalled like a crab around the side of the enormous spruce.

	That thing was a monster, and it was after her. She rolled to her feet and began running around the big old tree. The beast followed her, but with clumsy steps—the tight turning was an issue. The beast grew dizzy and stumbled sideways, into a collection of twenty-foot birch trees, snapping two of them with her weight.

	The woman slowed and peeked around the tree, made brief eye contact with the beast while it climbed upright, and then bolted to the far side of the tree. Phone out, she dialed nine-one-one. 

	“I need help! There’s a monster!”

	“Ma’am, what’s your emergency?”

	“A monster! A fucking monster! In the woods, like west of…” She blanked on the name. “I don’t know, can you GPS me?”

	“Are you local?”

	The woman peeked around the tree and saw nothing, heard nothing. Gingerly, she stepped closer, hoping to get away unnoticed, back up the trail and to Georgia’s ride. The operator in her ear kept talking as she rounded the tree. She squealed, jumping, losing hold of her still-connected phone. 

	The bear cubs were upon her.

	She ran in the opposite direction, around the spruce. 

	The beast reared back with one of the birch trees locked in her claw and swung like a one-armed baseball player. The connection snapped the tree, snapped the woman’s hip and all of her lumbar vertebrae, and sent her flying twenty feet. She landed against a smallish pine. The beast charged at her on its fours before it straightened its back and slammed down with its forepaws. 

	The young woman didn’t feel it, didn’t comprehend much about the final thirteen minutes she survived after the beast and the bear cubs began feasting on her.

	—

	On his way out the door, Gary Burgess told his wife as soon as Mareika came home, that’s she’s not leaving the house. Not until college. He’d slammed the house door and then slammed the car door. He ran three stop signs and burned through an amber light at an intersection. He stepped into the office reminding himself that he couldn’t take out his home life frustrations on his co-workers.

	Frustrated was the emotional stage when he missed being a beat cop. He could always pound on some scumbags or rotten looking kids when he was in a mood. 

	Inside the station, the six officers present and the dispatcher all looked way too busy for a Monday morning. “What’s happening?” Gary asked the nearest officer.

	“Someone slaughtered all of Oscar Pendleton’s sheep. Nine-one-one took an emergency call, heard screams and bangs, only has the GPS. And some college kids are missing, though that’s less of a worry. One of their mother’s got on Facebook and saw pictures, guess the kid used his coordinates to check-in in the bush, called it Hickland. City prick.”

	Gary nodded, drinking it in. “So, who’s on what?”

	Five cops on duty, total: three of them said at the same time that they were going to track down the GPS. 

	Gary looked at the officer before him. “You’re on sheep then?”

	“Yep.”

	“Can I get the coordinates to Hickland?”

	The other officer smirked and pointed to the dispatcher. “Susan’s got them. She’s busy; she’s been QBing us since you weren’t in yet.”

	Gary smirked and turned around to face the entryway of the station. “She is the prettiest of the lot of ya. Darling, can you get me those coordinates?”

	—

	Triangulated GPS coordinates didn’t work how they did on crime shows. If the missing person (or persons) happened to be outside, they offered a signal, but it wasn’t a pinpoint. TV suggested that a cellphone was something to be followed into a bunker and around a room like a heat sensor. 

	GPS tracking via cellphone signal gave a general idea, a square space of an eighth of a mile or so. In the woods, that was a lot of possibility. 

	The first step was locating the automobile, a Jeep TJ registered to a one, Georgia Wolfe. The woman on the line hadn’t stated her name, but having a vehicle suggested that the officers be alert, this wasn’t some elaborate prank.

	The three cruisers parked in a line behind the TJ and five officers emerged. Straight ahead of the vehicle was a glade of moss, a creek running nearby. A sleeping bag and a thermos sat near the centre of the open space. 

	No official lead at the scene, the oldest officer ordered the men to spread out and walk in an inward sweeping circle to look for the cellphone. This took nearly half an hour and they found nothing else worth seeing within the glade. The youngest then pointed out the walking trail that headed straight west into the bush.

	—

	“Say that again?” 

	The officer had arrived at the home connected to the sheep farm and the farmer led the way into the field. The sun was up and shined down on a huge swatch of glistening grass about one hundred feet away. Then the stink hit them. 

	The farmer said he’d gone out in his truck, high beams directed on the field, and saw something impossible. ‘Least the size of a transport truck, but an animal,’ he’d said and the officer leaned in to see if he smelled any booze coming through the man’s pores or pot on his jacket.

	Nothing.

	From the field, the stink continued on a steady pace, nothing phony there. Then the shine revealed itself to be semi-coagulated blood. Thirty-nine sheep, and all that remained were bits and pieces, organs and fluff, and an incredible sum of blood.

	The officer had his notepad out then. The dead sheep thing…he kind of figured one or two dead sheep, a farmer exaggerating, a farmer wanting to pin something on a neighbour, a farmer who could be written off.

	But no.

	“Like from the start?” The farmer was old, had leathery skin and tiny sunken eyes.

	“Yeah.” The officer pulled out his cellphone and snapped a few shots as he listened, really listened, to the man.

	“Like I said. The damned sheep was running in all directions and it’s like they couldn’t figure out where to be. Like no safe way to go. I don’t know why they didn’t run near to the barn. Anyway, by the time I got close enough in the truck, I had my shotgun with me, I stopped only ten, maybe twenty seconds before I saw the thing. If I’d been thinking, I’d looked for the others. Because that’s how the sheep was acting. I seen the one, but they was running like there was more than one. Get it?”

	The officer nodded, scribbling into his notepad.

	“Anyhow, I didn’t get out. What I seen was too big. I’m no dummy. Damned thing. Huge fucking thing. Big. Big.”

	“Then what?”

	“I put it into reverse and told myself I was seeing things. So, I parked and got out and drank a big glass a milk and had two Jos. Louis and went up to bed.” The farmer rubbed at the bristle of his jaw as he spoke.

	“Anybody else live here with you?”

	“Not since I murdered my wife.”

	The officer looked up.

	“Sorry, joke I been making since she run off in twenty-twelve. She was sure the Mayan thing was right and wanted to live. I think somebody got in her head at work or something. All the women at that damned AGA factory is divorced. Get clucking like chickens and then they all want better, like they deserve better.”

	The officer closed his left eye. “For the record here, your ex-wife’s name?”

	The farmer laughed then.

	—

	Hickland had Gary on alert as soon as he pulled up. An Acura was on its side and smashed as if in a collision with a backhoe or dump truck, but the opposing force had departed. He parked and looked around the broken-down wreck, calling out, “Hello!” as his feet crunched glass bits into the gravel lot at the edge of the forest. 

	The logging companies kept the old roads passable because a little upkeep was a hell of a lot cheaper than rebuilding a road when the time came years later when they needed to use it again. The trails formed out from there—lumberjacks and explorers carved the way. 

	When Gary was just starting his career, they sometimes had to call this old guy for help searching spots or figuring out how to get somewhere deep in the forest where a helicopter couldn’t go. The old guy had long since died and to Gary’s knowledge, there were no replacement experts.

	Gary leaned over the Acura and looked down through the broken side windows. Nothing moving, nothing that once breathed. This car probably belonged to the kid, but…

	“What in the sweet hell?” Gary plucked a wad of coarse fur from between pinched steel along the running board and undercarriage. Dark brown. Long. He dropped it and wiped his fingers on the chest of his uniform. He started toward the trailhead then. He found pieces. He found blood. He found enough that he called in an emergency. His feet picked up speed, and he tore into the forest.

	—

	Things happened fast. Susan at dispatch began calling in officers who’d only been off-duty for a few hours. Then the local news called, they’d gotten wind, had grainy footage shot from a distance at twilight of a huge beast—bear-like, but bigger than any bear since the dawn of man. 
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	“Ms. Hill?”

	“Yeah. Who’s this?” Stacy had become especially wary of her cellphone and social media after some of the so-called news outlets skewed the meaning behind her abrupt statement and then individuals posted and re-posted, taking more steps further with each share.

	“This is Kermit Buckwalter. We spoke at the hospital.”

	“Oh.”

	“You were correct. There’s something out there.”

	“Okay, did you tell the news? Because I need some fucking vindication and somebody better clear my name. This is bullshit. I was told to stay home from work until things cooled down. I can’t afford that!”

	The ranger paused a moment. He needed her because the cops needed him. “Yeah, okay. Maybe you should talk to Burgess too.”

	“What?” She rubbed her eye. She’d been sitting on the couch watching the 1959 adaptation of Journey to the Centre of the Earth in an attempt to distract herself from checking her phone or computer. She hadn’t realized how addicted she’d become. “Why can’t you do it?”

	“We need you to guide us on the trails.”

	She sat up then. “Guide you where?” Two separate alarm bells rang. One, more attention meant she’d be in the spotlight for longer. Two, helping the cops locate a beast by trail knowledge would make a hell of a chapter and maybe she wouldn’t have to self-publish the damned book. 

	“Where do we think he’ll go next?”

	“You think it’s a he? How do you know?”

	Kermit backtracked. “Sorry, just how I say stuff. It’s an it until we know otherwise. Will you help us?”

	“If the cops clear my name and say they were wrong and condescending and sexist and blind.”

	Kermit paused, then said, “Probably get them to say you were right about the bear not being the same as this thing. I doubt they’ll go for all that other stuff.”

	“Yeah. I know. Where do you need me to be?”

	—

	Kermit had been to all the sites by mid-afternoon but stayed away from the cops. He needed to think. The predator was vicious and big. He tried to imagine what the video he saw online revealed, but clearer; he tried to imagine a high-definition encounter and found that he couldn’t.

	As a boy he believed in bigfoot, even as a young man, after a few drinks, he could be swayed into agreement with the mythical beast’s existence, but sober and in his forties? Not a chance. He’d been to the hot spots and had seen firsthand supposed-proof. Talk about wishful thinking. Bigfoot hunters were delusional, so obsessive, so willing to believe that they found clues everywhere. They reminded him of those people who saw Jesus on a piece of toast or a mold spot of the Virgin Mary. Fanatics aching for validation of faith. 

	Suddenly, he wondered if he shouldn’t call someone who knew. This beast was big and furry and damned if you couldn’t add the two together to get a widespread belief incarnate.

	He climbed into his truck and headed for the police station, passing one of three motels surrounding the town. Lifted trucks and camo jeeps and men in orange vests. His foot pressed the accelerator a little harder, something was about to happen without his say so, and in an area that demanded his say so.

	In the lot at the station, he noticed a lack of cruisers but saw Bev Sorensen’s car out front in line with a few civilian vehicles he couldn’t positively place. Bev’s was simple, had a bumper sticker that read I GOT HIS MOTHER, BAMBI’S NEXT. 

	Everything was backward and upside down. He parked at the end of a short row and hurried into the station, buzzed to be let past the key door and then brushed by a few recognizable faces of local and provincial media. 

	“In here, Kermit.” Gary Burgess waved him into a boardroom.

	One of the reporters tried to stop him, but Kermit whipped back his shoulder to free himself from the clutch. The reporter said, “Hey!” as if she’d been the one encroached upon. 

	The interior of the station, particularly in the boardroom, had the vibe of ‘nineties’ chic. Woodgrain walls and a drop ceiling turned yellow by tobacco smoke and water leaks. The desks were maple and steel, the file cabinets grey, the blinds were ratty and dirty, off-white. Burgess stood next to a table where Bev Sorensen and Stephen Gillman sat with cups of coffee and half-eaten donuts on paper napkins. 

	“What are they doing here?” Kermit tipped his chin at the seated men.

	“I asked Bev to come and for Stephen to join to him. If I knew how to go about it, I’d deputize them. If we had a proper chief, maybe he’d know,” Gary said.

	The chief got caught drunk driving for a third time, and although the RCMP was all for sweeping two offenses by cops under rugs, a third demanded payment and the local chief just didn’t have the pull. Rehab. Early retirement with full benefits.

	The reporters outside the boardroom grew loud again and Gary popped his head and shoulder up to wave Stacy Hill over. Kermit burned thinking about her demands and how he hadn’t passed any of them on yet.

	Once she was in the room, Gary closed the door. “Okay, what do you think we should do?” He looked at Kermit.

	Kermit didn’t know until that moment, despite spending much of the day wondering the same thing. “We need to figure out if it can be tracked. Does it have a pattern; any chance you’ve got a map with the attacks marked down?”

	Gary was nodding, looking at the floor. He turned to the door a second before a knock landed. Susan stuck her head in. “Sorry to bug yas, but that girl from the beat up Tempo woke up. She told some reporter it was like a bear but way bigger, like King Kong.”

	“Shit. Okay. Susan, you think we have a map of the woods?”

	“You mean of the attacks?” She was gone without awaiting an answer. Seconds later she returned with a Google Map printed on 11x17 paper, the sites in red. “I made this after we got all the data.”

	“You’re a peach,” Gary said and took the paper.

	Stacy rolled her eyes and flopped down onto a chair. 

	“So, is there a pattern?” Kermit pointed to the map.

	Gary lifted it and squinted. “Don’t see one, just a general area.” He handed the paper over to Kermit.

	Nothing Kermit could see, so he handed it over to Stacy. She looked at it for nine seconds. “These are all at trail heads or trail intersections.”

	“Meaning what?” Stephen asked, just so he could address Stacy directly. Her face was even nicer in person.

	“I don’t know.” She lifted her shoulders and then let them fall in a half-heartbeat jerk.

	“It’s simple. It’s hunting and like a hunter, it tracks. Probably heard or smelled people.” Bev had his arms over his chest, like he really knew—though he seemed to be onto something. “Where are all the trailheads on the map? Stake those out, and maybe we bag this thing.”

	Stacy looked at the men and before she could ask, Gary had a pen out. 

	“Okay, but we’ve got another problem. People.” Kermit rested his ass on the corner of the table. “On my way in, I saw guys in hunting gear. Nothing’s open season, what do we do to keep them out of the forest?”

	Gary started nodding again, looking at the rug. “Noted. I figured people would come. Got a couple calls from sasquatch hunters. I told them to call back. Normally, you know, I’d ignore something like that, but shit. What is this thing?”

	Stacy lifted her head. “Like I said, it sure ain’t a bear. Did you tell them you were wrong and I was right yet?”

	“What?” Gary lifted his eyes.

	Kermit stepped in. “She asked that you clear her name when I asked her to help us. I guess things have gone haywire on Facebook about it.”

	Stephen said, suddenly, “Oh! That’s what you meant. I figured you weren’t suggesting bears are people. What a nightmare that stuff is, huh?”

	Stacy looked at Stephen then to Kermit and then to Gary. “See. Go out and tell them your inherit sexism wrote me off and you were wrong and I was telling the truth.”

	Gary was back to nodding.

	“And tell people the forest is off limits. This is a private hunt. It’s too dangerous to have every wackjob with a gun running around out there.” Kermit was looking over Stacy’s shoulder at the map.

	Discussion continued. Bev asked about size, trying to fully gauge the firepower needed. Stephen asked two strange personal questions about hiking. Stacy explained the incident she witnessed. Kermit asked Bev about rifles. 

	Gary kept nodding and pulled out his phone.

	He messaged Alma —Any word from Mareika?

	He waited. A message popped up —Not yet. Day still crazy?

	Gary hadn’t told his wife about the destroyed body parts of a nameless young woman who had the same hair color and skin tone as their absent daughter.

	—Still crazy. Let me know if you hear from her.

	Alma wasn’t one to need the last word and he let it sit. Gary straightened and decided on what he had to do. He’d offer the press conference and assume that the young woman wasn’t his daughter—a bit paranoid to assume the opposite—but that his daughter was out there and potentially in the forest.

	He opened the door. “I’ll go get rid of these guys.”

	“Remember—” Kermit started but stopped when Gary lifted his hand.

	“Y’all ready?” Gary stepped out the door and crossed the aisle between desks. The reporters shuffled with organized reaction, mics and cellphones pointed; a professional looking camera brought up the rear. He cleared his throat. “First thing I need to clear up: there’s a second animal out there.”

	Stacy readied for a semblance of an apology or at minimum an admittance of wrongness. 

	“There was always a second animal. It seems we’d assumed the two incidents fell onto a single bear’s head.”

	Stacy weighed it. That sucked, but it was as close as the man would come to admitting that he was wrong. 

	“So now, we have to find the second—”

	“Is it a bear? The video and the account from the woman in the hospital fit somewhat with what was suggested yesterday by the witness. It’s awfully big for a bear,” asked a man holding a small microphone on a wire.

	Gary wiggled the bottom half of his face in thought, then said, “It looks like a very big bear. Only animal we have that big and furry.”

	“Aside from bigfoot,” another reporter said from the back; he held out his cellphone. The others laughed.

	“Yes, well, we need to focus on reality,” Gary said.

	“What are you going to do?” This from a woman with a professional foam red nose on her microphone. “Do you have a plan? Are you calling in assistance?”

	Gary began slow-nodding again, this time keeping his head raised. “There’s no assistance coming yet. I tried for a Hail Mary concerning a helicopter, but they’re all on wildfire duty. All of them.”

	“So, what’s the plan?” the woman with the nice mic said again.

	“I’ve asked for local help from a trail expert, Stacy Hill, as well as game warden, Kermit Buckwalter. Bev Sorensen will cover the actual tracking angle for us—he shot the bear yesterday morning. We’re going to visit one trailhead after another in hopes of taking down the thing. It appears to be hunting at the busiest points of trails.”

	“Just you four?” a man from the back asked, he had no phone or mic.

	“No, we have the regular duty roll and officers working overti—”

	“There’s a thousand square miles of forest before we even get to the next county. What makes you think you’ll catch it?” This from the same man at the back.

	“That’s where I am asking for public assistance,” Gary said.

	At this, Kermit stood from his seat and stepped toward the door.

	“We need every trained man out there with a rifle. It’s open season on grizzly bears in the piece of woods just north and west of town. I know it’s tough and dangerous, but we are primarily looking for one specific bear, so I ask that folks try to kill only irregularly large grizzly bears.”

	Kermit clenched his fists at this. Open season. The man was insane. They’d be up to their scalps in rednecks shooting at one another.

	The man without recording equipment spoke again. This time he stepped up the aisle. “All well and good to shoot bears, but this is no bear. This is a sasquatch and you need to hunt it like a sasquatch.”

	The reporters stilled and quieted, none of them laughed.

	—

	Grover Fasano wore a simple black t-shirt and black jeans. His hiking boots were muddy and well-worn. After the pause, two reporters remarked along the lines of are you kidding? when Gary Burgess directed the man into the office.

	“Now, I’m not saying I bel—”

	“What the fuck was that?” Kermit shouted, stopping Gary’s greeting to the sasquatch hunter. “You invited more idiots into the forest? You don’t have the authority to open any season. You goddamned fool, they’ll be lighting fires, too. Goddamned fool, Jesus!”

	“You’re the fool! This needs to end now and the more guns, the better chance we have at hitting it, or at the very least, scaring it up into the mountains. People are losing children!” Gary’s face had gone red and his mouth hung slightly open, lips stretched in a squared frown.

	“Mountains or not, this one’s mine,” Grover said, pulling a folded piece of lime green cotton from his back pocket. He stretched it and then tied it around his head. “I’ve tracked them thousands of hours and what you’ve got here has decided on a territory, probably been here all along and only recently did a human encroach. What we need to do is trap it, if we can. Shoot it if that doesn’t work.”

	Stacy wanted to laugh. This whole show reminded her of the scene from Jaws when the captain of the Orca showed up and scratched his claws on the blackboard. But this guy wasn’t that guy; this guy was a middle-aged man with a big potbelly and the fashion sense of a six-year-old girl. 

	“What do you do for a living?” Stacy asked him, sliding into the conversation that hadn’t incorporated her. 

	Grover looked at her with a furious frown. “I hunt sasquatch.”

	“No, but for money.” She squinted, as if spying out a day job.

	“That’s it.”

	Stacy cocked her chin, squinting her entire face now. “Who pays for that?”

	“Concerned citizens who seek the truth.”

	Stacy closed her right eye, and then abruptly relaxed her face. “Holy shit. You’re a YouTuber, aren’t you? With a Go Fund Me page?”

	Grover looked back to Gary. “There’s the reason scientists like a clean workspace, free of female distraction.”

	Gary nodded slightly.

	“Fuck all of this.” Stacy got to her feet and swung open the door. The reporters had been cleared out of the station bullpen. She got to the door and turned when she heard her name.

	“Stacy, wait.” Kermit was after her. Moments later, Stephen and Bev followed. “I’m not going anywhere those idiots are going. We need to track this thing properly.”

	Stacy nibbled the inside of her cheek. “Okay.” She needed this content. If the first book did well, maybe there would be a second, with grant money. She could be the Canadian Jon Krakauer. “And you two are coming?”

	Bev gave a half grin and a condescending expression. “I’ll stick with the experts, but Stephen thinks he should go with you; borrow one of my guns so you have protection.”

	Stephen smiled like a goof.

	—

	They went to Kermit’s cramped office with the map printout and tried to connect dots. Kermit then asked Stacy to recount everything about what she’d seen. She did, leaving out nothing that came to mind.

	“What if, and I’m just spit balling, you saw its home? Where it crawled from, and see, the rocks all fell inside too. What if it has always been here, but it got conked on the head and went funny. What if we wait out by the caved in cave?” Stephen said, standing between Kermit and Stacy.

	“Maybe.” Stacy kept her eyes directed at the map.

	Undeterred, Stephen tried another one. “What if there’s nothing to the map, but like an outline of its roaming distance? I mean if we connect the outside dots like a perimeter, what do we know about the thing?”

	“It’s attacking where people are…also sheep. Maybe it’s simply a glutton. It must take a great deal of feeding to keep an animal of that size moving the way it is.” Kermit was into it then. “So, where is the busiest trailhead it hasn’t yet touched, inside this box?”

	“Umm.” Stacy ran her finger over the page, seeing signposts in her mind. “I guess it’s probably either the Salmon Flats—that one heads right out to the lagoon off the Chilcotin—or, Sweetland Trail—though the company that took over the winery has made it tougher to access the trailhead. Have to walk all the way from the main road instead of taking the logging road. I guess the family that ran the winery before didn’t mind hikers, even left out grapes and apples sometimes, when the season was right.”

	“Yeah. I went there when I was a kid, did the whole tour. They make cider too, and peach liquor. They do the wine, mostly, but yeah. I know that place. At Easter the old family did an egg hunt back in the apple orchard.” Kermit smiled at the memory.

	“The orchard is right by the trailhead, but it’s not so busy anymore…” Stacy was tapping at the spot where the Salmon Flats opened. “I think we try Salmon Flats.”

	“Won’t it be noisy everywhere right now?” Stephen asked, looking from one to the other. He really was out of his element.

	Stacy shrugged.

	One house at a time, they stopped in to grab things—Stacy fought to keep herself from looking at her phone, she wouldn’t even bring it, fill the time with something else. Riding in Kermit’s truck, cramped as it was, felt safe. Stacy had a tiny tent meant to dome a sleeping bag. Kermit had an old, industrial style tent seemingly manufactured to withstand an atomic airstrike. But neither mattered. For the second time in his life, Stephen had a reason to use the little trailer he’d purchased and had painted in Vancouver Canuck blue, green, and white to follow the team on a short road trip down into California and then all the way over to Minnesota, and up to Winnipeg, before coming home.

	They hitched it on and suddenly the air seemed lighter in the truck. None mentioned it, but camping out in tents while a crazed beast ran around hardly seemed wise. 

	They loaded the trailer with three rifles, sleeping gear, and food and water. Stephen was very happy to see Kermit had two guns to go alongside Stephen’s loner. The vibe was that they needed Stephen to be the hunting expert—he’d only ever gone shooting twice—and he didn’t correct this misconception. If he did, he’d be the guy with the trailer and nothing else.

	—

	Bev returned from his truck after sending Stephen off with a .306 and fifty rounds of ammunition. Upon returning, he found Gary Burgess smiling like a cartoon cat. 

	“What?” Bev said.

	“Turns out crowdfunding can be pretty lucrative.” Gary’s smile seemed to grow. “Our pal here has hired a helicopter in from Tacoma.”

	“Washington?” Bev asked.

	Grover Fasano folded his arms over his ample middle. “I’m from Portland, but I’ve worked with Freddy before. He’ll be landing within the hour. He’ll take us up and give us an edge on all the hunters on the ground.”

	Gary’s smile faded. “It’s not a competition.”

	Bev looked at Grover and Grover looked at Bev. It sure as shit was a competition.  
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	The buzz of ATVs filled the forest. Normally, taking an ATV on the Parks Canada property earned the driver a fine and an escort to the road, but the rules were off. Shots rang and people hooted, hollered, laughed. The clinking of beer bottles was a near constant serenade.

	Many animals had fled already, smelling and hearing the beast. Many more had been eaten. Some went to ground to wait out this unwelcome change, surfacing only to drink water or grab a bite. Lingering and frolicking in the open was off the options list for all but the most shortsighted of species: squirrels, rabbits, and humans.

	People had come from all over for a piece of the beast. Many called it a sasquatch, others a bear, enough yet wanted to prove it all an elaborate hoax to drive tourism. 

	—

	The Hiltz family—mother Fanny, father David, and sons Danny and Lanny—pitched a tent nearby to where the first attack took place. David had the idea that the beast was simply an oversized grizzly, maybe a wayward Kodiak. Bears weren’t complicated and typically had stomping grounds. Soon enough, he figured, the bear would come back and his family would be ready.

	They lived for this kind of circumstance. They trained for it as a family. He’d pulled the boys out of school after the fourth grade; by then they could read and do math. The rest was bullshit, bent on softening humanity. When the time came, they couldn’t stand up to the government. When the government came for their guns and their freedoms, the government would have a fight with the Hiltz family. 

	In this spirit, the family gathered wood from the forest surrounding camp and hunkered down. Ignoring the fire ban only made them one campsite of many in those woods—twenty-nine miles west of where they sat, a group of young men had set up camp and drunkenly lost control of their own fire, letting it spread while they packed their gear and got the hell out of there before they faced any charges. The Hiltz’s fire was small and expertly controlled, but it would become useless after only an hour of necessity, post sundown. 

	For the first time in two months, the skies opened and rain came down, came down heavy. All over the forest people scurried to tents and trailers, backseats of cars and trucks. The Hiltz family got into their heavy canvas tents and sat at the open doorways, watching into the gloom with night and heat vision goggles.

	“Dad. Dad,” Danny whispered. He shared the tent with his brother, but all in the family wore headsets. 

	“Yeah, boy?” David’s words were gravelly, like a wise old man’s from a movie’s voiceover.

	“Look out your back end. About one hundred feet away, we’ve got heat.”

	David and Fanny flopped over and climbed to the back end of the tent and opened the flap. “I see it,” David said.

	“It’s big, hey?” Lanny said.

	David dragged his Armalite AR31 .308—smuggled across the border by some friends from Alaska—to the back door of the tent and pulled off his goggles to look through the night vision scope. “Holy shit.” He thumbed the safety and nestled his finger against the trigger without applying any real pressure.

	“Is it the bear?” Fanny asked, excitement in her voice.

	“If it’s a bear, it’s the biggest damned bear I ever saw.” The image was grainy and strange. The beast was bent, then it stood up. David gulped down anticipation. He aimed for centre abdomen.

	It was as if the beast could sense the impending shot. It pulled back, twisting, bringing its strangely bulky paw to its side—something like a bowler. Then it jerked forward and the shape in David’s sights grew very large, very quickly. Rolling, like a snowball down a hill, swishing fur over grass. The thing was suddenly on them. 

	Fanny screamed and David sat back from his rifle, saw the bear cub thrashing over his wife’s chest and face. Fanny was helpless against the unexpected savagery. David put his hand to his belt and withdrew a pistol—also smuggled in by his Alaskan friends. He thumbed the safety and a heartbeat before he squeezed, he heard his sons screaming, “Look out!”

	A second rolled bear cub broke into the tent, lashing onto David as it struck and ceased motion. David fell sideways, firing the pistol through the wall of the tent and into Lanny’s cheek. The bear cubs carved with relentless need, just as they’d learned since they took on a new mother. They were ravenous for the delicious meat of human. 

	Fanny was dead in seconds. David fired six times into the ground and three more into the sky, only once grazing the animal on top of him. He didn’t die quickly, but lost the ability to move, clung onto consciousness listening to Danny scream Lanny’s name while one of the cubs dug in and began snapping free ribs to get at the tastiest morsels. 

	“Dad! Dad! Help, Lanny’s shot! Lanny, wake up!”

	Incredible footfalls rushed toward the tent and were somehow louder than the rain thumping the canvas. Danny was wailing and shaking his brother, blood spurting from the huge hole in Lanny’s face. 

	The ends of the tent bent the moment the thumping footsteps ceased. Danny stopped shaking his brother. The rain had seemed to stop too, but somehow only over his tent. He considered calling out, and then put his hands together and began praying to the god he’d been raised upon, silently.  

	It seemed to be working. He heard nothing outside and only heard an odd smacking crunching noise from his parents’ tent. This bolstered his strength. He took a deep breath and then said, “Dad?”

	Immediately, the beast above his tent roared. She spread her great paws and clapped the ends of the tent together—as well as the brothers. She pounded forward onto the smooshed humanity, claws piercing all the way to the dirt beneath the tent. She cried out twice more, in triumph, and then began digging through the thick canvas, feeling for the juicy scraps she knew hid within.

	—

	The helicopter began at the easternmost site of contact with the beast and proceeded into a methodical sweep. As the rain started coming down, the helicopter flew over a busy lot just off a logging road. Four trucks had parked there and Bev pointed and said, “There’s Steve’s rig.”

	Gary Burgess flipped off the trailer and began scanning for the beast once again. They’d seen countless hunters and camps, even saw a fire they called in, as well as the models of the trucks burning away from the scene—guessing, being as dark had descended…mostly. 

	“I can keep flying if you’ve got night vision.” The pilot was a man named Jake, and had a somber personality. “But I can’t land anywhere that isn’t designated for it.”

	“Keep flying,” Grover said. He pulled his duffle up the aisle of the chopper and dug free a case the size of a shoebox. From within, he took out a set of goggles.

	They kept going and Bev and Gary sat looking at tree top shadows. The rise and fall of the flight had settled enough that both lost any jitters they’d had going up. Nine o’clock had come and gone and they’d seen nothing. Same with ten. Then eleven. At midnight, Jake told them he needed to refuel and that he’d turn into a pumpkin if he didn’t get to rest. 

	The fuel light lit on the dash and then almost immediately, Grover saw a shape too big to be a bear, but moving too much to be a tree. “There it is! There it is! Swing back!”

	“Sorry. Gauge says refuel, we refuel.” Jake tapped the panel.

	“But…” Grover leaned forward, searching amidst the dense trees for the thing. “There’s a couple campsites not so far from there. Any way to warn them?”

	“Radio out once we get back, but I doubt it. I don’t even know how they got in where they are. I don’t know all the trails. There’s this old book we could find, has all the information we’d need,” Gary said. 

	“That woman would know,” Bev said, half-asleep, strapped to his bucket seat.

	Gary made a pfft sound and that settled that. 

	—

	The beast had killed many animals and fed like a glutton. She ate for the enjoyment rather than necessity. The bear cubs were astute learners and as she watched their movements, she studied their bodies, seeing them roll on one another sent a strange vision to her clumsy mind. The cubs weren’t useless. The cubs were unexpected assistants to her steady hunt. 

	For much of the day they’d perfected the toss. The bears shouting in joy and scampering back to be tossed again. When it came time to try it for food, the beast rolled the bear cubs one at a time at a fresh moose corpse—a creature they hadn’t killed. The cubs acted on the freshly minted impulses and tore the carcass to shreds.

	Between then and the Hiltz family, the beast and the cubs slept. After the Hiltz family the beast led the cubs to the smallish den she’d found beneath a giant root structure. All around them the forest was alive with edible activity. The meat of the boney things was wonderful, but she’d started to miss the second part to her meal ritual: apples.

	Eating apples filled her mind with a longing beyond her comprehension to understand. After a while, she slept, cradling the cubs against her rotund middle as the rain pattered the world around them.

	—

	“My guess, if it comes this way, someone will hear it before we have to worry.” Stephen sat with one eye on the window of the trailer, looking out into the rainy gloom. He held five cards, not really hiding them; not that any of them cared enough to cheat. “You were right about this being a busy spot.”

	Stacy wasn’t holding her cards, had them face down next to one of the four candles lit around the trailer. “I hope so, and yeah. It’s one of the first places I ever hiked.”

	“So hiking is your thing, huh?” Stephen put a jack of spades on top of Kermit’s nine of clubs. He then took the top card from the dummy hand and put it on the pile—an ace of diamonds. “That’s mine.” He pointed at the hand.

	Stacy nodded, picked up her cards and continued nodding as she laid down a queen of clubs. “Yeah, I’m watching. I like hiking; too bad it leaves me alone out there, don’t get to socialize much. Most people who’ll come hiking with me only do it once because I like to get a good sweat on and…guess I just go too fast and too long for people.”

	“I been hiking with people like that.” Kermit tapped on the table, his dummy hand partner had been a killer so far. Nearly every hand had carried a bower or high trump card that it didn’t need to play in a proper lay order. “I’m a slow hiker, but I put on the miles.”

	“I don’t doubt that,” Stacy said.

	Stephen dropped a throwaway ace of hearts for the next lay. The dummy beat him with a ten of clubs. Stacy beat the dummy with an ace of clubs and Kermit grinned wide.

	“You seemed like an indoorsman,” Stacy said, laying a nine of hearts. 

	“Me?” Stephen said, watching a king of hearts hit the table. He laid a jack of hearts. “I suppose that’s a good word for it. I don’t mean to be; I guess I sort of fell into it. Never had a wife or anything, so I clung to the Canucks a bit heavy to fill in the gaps.”

	“Seems like single’s the new norm,” Kermit said and pulled in the winnings of the hand, laid down the top three clubs left. “That ought to do it.”

	“Shit.” Stacy laughed and tossed her cards. She looked at Stephen. “You’re not a great partner.” She then laughed harder. 
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	The early morning sun rose over the eastern mountain range, cutting through the tall spruce trees to reveal the moisture still clinging to the air. After cards, they’d had a few beers and the more they chatted—the more Stephen tried to appear interested and interesting—the more they all talked, the more it revealed similarities between Kermit and Stacy. It didn’t go how it might if they were kids—the way Stephen hoped it would go, somehow, between himself and Stacy—but the chemistry was there and the older man would probably have Stacy’s cell number before this thing was all through.

	The frustration of it kept Stephen up much of the night, and at the first chance, he filled his pockets with granola bars and set out to check on the tents visible from the lot where he’d parked the trailer. Smoke clung to the air, mingling with the dampness. The storm didn’t seem over, despite the sun being out. 

	The trampled grass and stomped mud holes were easy to follow. At the first site, a man passed out in a camping chair, rifle resting over his knees, opened his right eye. Around him on the ground were empty Lucky lager cans and crushed cigarette butts.

	“You see the squatch?” he mumbled.

	Stephen backed away and headed for the next campsite. A hill rose and the tents were further than he originally thought. His cellphone buzzed in his pocket, finally getting signal. Bev was as excited as Bev got. —Guy got us a helicopter

	—He thinks he saw it

	—We’re going in tomorrow track from where sighted

	—Tell once I know where it was 

	—Not far from your trailer

	Stephen stood on a lean facing up the hill to the next campsite, eyes on his phone, rifle in his left hand. —Ok dot hat

	He weighed mentioning his letdown with Stacy but decided against it. The only sensible act for what he felt was irrational. He’d been near a single woman and that alone—well, plus her pretty enough face—had his imagination churning. 

	He continued on up the hill. At the top, he heard bacon sizzling and men speaking. He moved closer until he was eye-level with the plateau. The men had a camp stove, a pan of bacon on one burner and a coffee urn on the other. Not locals, but they didn’t seem much like idiots. No beer cans. No cigarette litter. Awake and moving at sunrise.

	“You hear anything up here last night?” Stephen said, stopping about thirty feet short of the camp.

	“Only rain. You?” The man who spoke was smallish, wore a tight The North Face pullover and weather resistant pants. The other three dressed similarly, but all wore different brands as if sponsored for competition: Merrill, Helly Hansen, MEC.

	“Nothing down there.” Stephen remained where he stood, the pause grew long enough to become awkward and then he said, “Okay, bye.” He turned to his right and continued along the ridge. He looked over the valley and into the bush, he looked up toward the mountains, and then looked further along his path. From that vantage, he could see one more site that he hadn’t visited and figured since he was out, that he’d keep going. 

	It took ten minutes to get to the treeline and another ten to reach the tent he saw standing bold red through the greens and browns of the bush. The tent was actually two tents, side-by-side. A boy popped out of one of the tents and fired a .22 rifle. The pop was small, but hugely dangerous at that range. The shot missed Stephen by about a foot.

	“What the fuck are you doing?” Stephen’s voice was high, incensed. 

	“I thought you were a bear.” The boy, maybe fourteen or fifteen, blushed. He looked tired, like he’d been awake all night. 

	“Jesus. You out here all alone?”

	“No. I mean…my dad and his buddy went out walking, that way, last night, like even before it was dark. Then it started raining and I heard things outside and then they still didn’t come back and the rain quit and it got light and I thought you were a bear.”

	Stephen swallowed any anger he felt about nearly being shot. “Your dad and his buddy, they hunt often?”

	“Not really. They were gonna shoot bigfoot in the leg and then do a road stand show and charge twenty bucks to look at it.”

	Stephen rubbed his scalp beneath his hat. “Hmm. Maybe you should leave him a note and I’ll take you into town. We can call your mother. You from close?”

	“Pretty close. Soda Creek, that’s over—”

	“Yep. I know. Go on, you have some paper?”

	The boy shook his head. 

	“I guess you’ve tried texting them? Calling them?”

	The boy nodded. 

	“Well, I suppose they’ll just have to figure it out when they come back. Let’s go.”

	The boy did and they walked out of the woods and immediately a text hit Stephen’s phone. It was Bev again. —Landed to follow tracks little trail marker sign says chip creek

	Stephen pocketed his phone. They continued in silence until reaching the trailer and the kid had to explain everything over again to Kermit. Kermit had heard this kind of story enough before. The woods were probably chock-full of lost dads.

	Stephen explained what else he saw and the consensus was unanimous: they’d try the tougher route over by the orchard. Kermit thought he could demand entry and they wouldn’t have to walk all morning; that was of course after they dropped the kid off at the police station and stopped in at Tim Hortons for coffee. 

	—

	“Look at that.” Gary nodded to the mess straight ahead of them. A gore fest fit for the big screen. He pulled his phone out and called back to the station. The signal was scratchy, but he could hear and it sounded as if Susan could hear. “Hey, you got these coordinates?” he asked Grover. Grover had gadgets all over his belt, like Adam West Batman. Also, he wore a headband over a headband, the second of black canvass, featuring a GoPro centering the space like a third eye. The man read from a bright yellow GPS and Gary relayed the message. “This is real hairy,” Gary said to Susan and then hung up.

	Bev gripped his rifle tighter and pushed onward, leading the trio. Gary followed, had his own rifle. Grover had only gadgets and a backpack.

	The trees overhead canopied, sending cool shadows onto the trekkers below. The path left by the beast had thinned some, but Bev had followed many deer leaving less. Near a hilly spot with several semi-downed spruce trees, the tracks disappeared and a great dark maw loomed beneath a root structure.

	Bev crouched. Gary and Grover did the same. Bev stepped toward the space, still low, rifle at the ready. The smell coming at him was immense—meat and rot and animal piss. He stared into the void until the black slipped and his eyes shifted. He saw deeper, saw rounded shapes. He swallowed a lump and continued in. Gary was far behind, Grover another ten feet back on top of that.

	Bev heard his heartbeat and imagined it was multiple hearts, beating in rhythm with his. 

	Like tracking a deer until it wasn’t. 

	He’d never feared a deer, never even feared a bear or a wolf when he went into the territories to hunt. This was new, the damage spread…colossal. 

	Something moved—a shadow? a bird? a small part of a great big thing?—he didn’t know and did all he could to keep from squeezing the trigger. He was not that guy, not the trigger-happy rookie shitting his pants. He’d been here before, the game was different, sure, but he had the rifle, he was the one. 

	“Out!” Bev steadied for movement and saw nothing. He turned and rose, took a step. “Nothing in th—” He heard something, spun and aimed. Empty. He turned back around. “Look for more tracks.”

	It took less than a minute. The rain had softened the dirt beneath the moss and the beast left a new path to follow. They trailed, ever vigilant. Grover whispered into a microphone, giving play-by-play.

	The trees thinned and they slipped into a glade. The beast had drunk from the creek and then crossed the creek, going off-trail. Their boots filled with chilly water, but they pressed on at the same wary pace. The trees thickened again, this time it was more birch than fir and the distance visible ran much further. Ahead, they saw manmade colors, shades of orange and green that fit nowhere in the North American palette. 

	Bev hurried forward, aiming at everything as he ran. He reached the two tents, both had been thrashed, the site a flattened mess. This time however, unlike the previous site, blood did not coat the walls or pots and pans, not the sleeping bags nor the bulky duffle bags. 

	“This is Wal-Mart junk. Think maybe these ones just walked away? How often do people get lost in the woods?”

	Gary whistled. “More than you’d believe.”

	Grover caught up, hearing the conversation and asked, “Do we know where we are?”

	Bev scrunched his face. “You’re the one with the fucking GPS.”

	“Yeah, so? It’s not like I’m from here.” Grover began muttering inaudibly and Bev began walking again, following the path carved by the beast. 

	Mid-morning came and they stopped for a snack and to take pisses. The trees were thin where they were and Bev saw what appeared to be a different trail—human made and underused in any recent history. He pulled his phone from his pocket to see if he had any texts from Stephen, or anybody else. 

	An hour earlier—Bev had his phone on silent—Stephen sent a text. —At trail by winery

	Bev looked around, wondering if that was near. They’d been walking east for three hours, moving probably three miles an hour, which was quick enough for bushwacking. 

	—On trail but don’t know how close

	Bev waited for a response, but none came, and then pocketed the device. From his jacket, he withdrew a packet of jerky. He took a hunk and began chewing, thinking. Off and on throughout the morning, they had heard distant shots of varying sizes. He wondered if he followed a different day’s path, or maybe where the beast—or sasquatch as the weirdo with all the expensive crap kept insisting—had been in the middle of the night. Perhaps it slept during the day, hunting nocturnally. It certainly hunted at least some of the night.

	Maybe it never slept and that’s why it killed as it did. Moving at the size described would burn tens of thousands of calories in a day, maybe more. 

	—

	Three bars, Gary decided to make use of the break and call his wife. She picked up on the first ring. 

	“Did she call you?” 

	Gary closed his eyes, he’d really hoped he’d overreacted, hoped this thing in the woods would only touch his family anecdotally, hoped Mareika was at home getting her ear yelled in by an upset mother.

	“No. Is it possible she’s out there? In the woods I mean?” 

	Gary shook his head, felt tears coming. That body torn to pieces…the skin, the hair, the style of clothing, the black flats. Sure, many, maybe most, girls wore black flats, but had those shoes been hot pink, he’d feel better. 

	“No. She’s with a friend I—”

	“I called all her friends!”

	“Be calm, I’ll come home tonight and we’ll figure it out. She isn’t out here. Can’t be out here.”

	Alma clearly heard a tone. “Tell me you didn’t find her,” she whispered.

	“No. There’s an unidentifiable girl…parts of her, but it’s not Mareika.”

	The gasp rang too loud through the earpiece. “How can you know?”

	“I promise you. I’ll come home tonight and then we’ll find her. She’ll be fine and thoughtless and stupid, but fine,” Gary said, no way of knowing that he was dead wrong.

	—

	They’d reached the rock face more than an hour earlier. The moss clung here and there, but the majority of the floor was white limestone, flat but pitted by weather. The clearing was about sixty feet at its radius. 

	Before they’d reached the blank white space in the sea of greens and browns, they’d lost all indications that the beast had gone that way. They’d backtracked and then circled; there was nothing. It almost seemed as if the beast sprouted wings and flew elsewhere. 

	Grover spoke of this, seeing tracks and then losing the animal, but he wore a smug expression. He began making throaty calls through cupped hands. When no sounds returned, he added throwing rocks at trees. He told the others this was how sasquatch communicate when at great distances, it was also how they tormented humans. Stories told and retold, generation after generation, sasquatch the world over had methods. 

	One side of the rock platform fell off down a hill between trees. Grover cupped his hands around his mouth and cried out, down into the valley. He stopped then and pointed. “Hey, what’s that way over there?”

	Bev looked and shrugged. Gary looked and then thought about it. He pulled his phone from his pants pocket—where they were got enough bars to hop on the internet without sites timing out. He loaded Google Maps and waited, then pinched to draw back.

	“Ah. That’ll be one of the orchard fences.”

	Bev said, “Huh.”

	“How far have we come today?” Grover had his GPS out.

	“Maybe twelve miles. Sure feel them. This a good spot to call for the chopper, do a sweep and try again tomorrow?” Gary wanted to go home, sit in the tub and scour Mareika’s Facebook and Instagram for clues, things that would make it impossible for Mareika to be the corpse in the hospital basement.

	Grover was nodding at the GPS, turned it sideways, said, “Okay.”

	He got out his phone, spoke the coordinates, described the layout, and then hung up. “This is actually, probably, a real safe spot to land a helicopter. I mean compared to most other places we’ve been today.”

	Wordlessly, they spread out and found semi-comfort on old logs and the grassy outskirts of the bare limestone. Several minutes passed and Bev began yawning. Grover spoke into his recorder, offering up something to fill the nothing, and Gary had his eyes. The helicopter sounds seemed to come from a million miles away, but as soon as the men heard them, they were on their feet. The last few hours had been boring and bland. It hardly felt like they were on the right trail even an hour before they lost the trail, then suddenly nothing. Disheartening.

	The helicopter came into view above the huge spruce trees and began descending into the opening. Quickly, none of them heard anything but the roar of the engine and the cutting of air. The propellers didn’t cease spinning when Jake touched down. He waved and the men jogged over, each man sporting a subdued a grin.

	The pilot didn’t seem happy, in fact he seemed annoyed. He didn’t give the same speech he had the day earlier about harnesses and staying put until all were belted in safely. They were rising and Bev had only just sat. Grover was still standing, grabbing at the duffle the pilot brought for him. Gary was half in and out, trying to grab for the harness.

	Only Bev saw the great brown ball fly once they’d reached ten feet up. It knocked against the side of the helicopter, rocking it askew.

	“What the hell was that?” Jake said, his voice a bark. 

	Gary leaned down to see. A bear cub on the ground, flat on its back, legs pedaling like a stuck cockroach. He turned to yell into the helicopter. “It’s a be—!”

	A second brown ball flew at them and Bev shouted, “Look out!”

	Gary turned in time to catch claws in his face. He wailed and dropped out of the helicopter. The fall was quick. His head smashed an awful red splash like a dropped watermelon against the white limestone canvas. 

	“What the hell is going on!” Jake tried to keep it steady, teetering against the impact, leaning the entire machine toward the smucked man and the bear cubs, but still rising and quickly. 

	Bev saw those eyes coming from amidst the trees. Didn’t check where might be safe, didn’t even aim. He dove from the helicopter’s hold and fell. The impact whooshed the air from his chest, his rifle clattering next to him and the fortunate landing pad that was Gary Burgess’ corpse. One of the cubs was on Bev before he had a chance to catch his wind.

	From the trees and above, the incredible beast Bev glimpsed leapt, claws out. It hooked onto the landing skids. The chopper tipped and the beast landed on her feet, yanking down. Suddenly sideways, the top propeller slammed into the limestone and the body of the machine began crumpling into itself with an immense steel on steel cry. It then bounced and flipped, rocketing sideways into the trees before lighting up. Flames ate high-octane fuel, and the pilot and sasquatch hunter.

	The beast did a front roll and paused for a moment, as if catching its breath.

	Bev had thumbed the cub in the eye well enough that it forewent its attack long enough that he retrieved the rifle. He flicked the safety off and spun on the active cub, fired. A goodly hole bore through its head—from about two feet the .308 was devastating to anything it hit. He rolled and looked to the second cub. Its legs continued wheeling, but jerkily, as if electrodes from the brain no longer connected properly to the extremities. 

	He then turned his attention to the beast. This was the biggest thing he’d ever seen, the size of a huge elephant while on its fours, but then it stood, turning to look at Bev. 

	Aim set, Bev fired, but the jerky bear cub skittered in its danse macabre, kicking his arm. The shot went right and hit the beast’s shoulder. It backed and put its paw to the injury. Bev yanked the bolt and brought a fresh round up from the clip, dispelling the hot shell. He fired again, this one nailed closer to centre, but the beast was moving, coming for him.

	Bev pulled the bolt again, dispelling and racking. He fired, but missed, cutting through fur only. Clearly, the beast had seen enough in those seconds of repetitious movements to know that avoidance was wise and hooked a turn. Bev fell onto his stomach and took aim at…nothing. 

	The beast was fast. He looked around. The still moving bear cub eyed him sideways, either seeking prey or begging for the pain to stop. Bev fired into the cub’s chest and the motions ceased. He climbed to his feet, pulling his phone from his pocket. 

	He found Stephen’s contact; he’d need that woman to tell him how to get out of there. The line rang and rang. He then opened the messenger and typed a text. —Headign to winry likebear but biig

	—Its at biglimston spot

	—Helicoptordown garyand grover dead

	—Brig huntrs guns police

	Bev ran to the edge of the limestone platform and slid on his ass down the steep drop. At the bottom, he broke into a jog, looking over his shoulder, somehow knowing the beast would chase him. 
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	Once in town, it was too tempting not to make pit stops. Showered and deodorized they met back at Kermit’s place. Stephen lugged a propane bottle and tossed it inside the trailer. As he was shutting the door, his phone buzzed in his pocket. He pulled it out and opened the first message.

	“Hey,” Stacy said, coming up from the back end of the trailer.

	The cellphone flew from Stephen’s grasp and landed in an eight-inch-deep puddle. “Oh no!” He reached into the water, grabbed the phone and shook it, holding the power down button. “Oh no.”

	“Shit. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to startle you. Think it’s okay?”

	Stephen looked at Stacy with a pouted lower lip. “Hopefully, but I’m shutting it down ‘til it’s dry.”

	The side door of the house creaked and Kermit stood between the tin storm door and the fiberglass door, turning a key. He spun on his heel. “We ready?”

	They reached the orchard gates after a twenty-minute drive, and a four-minute stop by Tim Hortons. The man at the gate had to call the manager at home. The manager had no qualms about letting a park ranger have access to the old logging road.

	“Sir, he’s got this stupid Canucks trailer.” The man on the phone had turned sideways so those in the truck didn’t hear, but they did.

	The manager still cleared it and they drove through. 

	Potholes marred the ancient gravel road, but the trailhead was visible and the faded and pitted wooden sign reading SWEETLAND TRAIL was easily legible. The telltales of recent use were everywhere—well-trodden paths, chain-sawed logs, a dropped Cliff Bar wrapper—but nobody had parked there.

	“How far can we make it in?” Kermit eyed the natural archway created by the trees where the gravel stopped.

	“It’s that high and wide until where it opens up. I think.” Stacy sat with her knees tight together and her hands on her lap between the two men.

	“Okay.” Kermit thought so, but recounting that far back wasn’t always reliable. He thought he remembered driving right into a glade with his parents and the camper. But they’d done it often enough elsewhere that he could’ve gotten confused.

	Tree limbs brushed the trailer’s roof and scratched fingers along the sides of the truck for three minutes. Then it opened up onto the glade. Before them was the hiking trail snaking through the trees—only a footpath. To the right were trees. To the left were trees, but thinner, beyond that was a short fence to keep riffraff and wildlife out, then the apple portion of the winery.

	They agreed to head up the trail to look for signs of the beast and possibly others in search of the thing. At the station, the harried switchboard woman told them about a dozen men asking for assistance after getting lost with only their shotguns, cellphones, and all the whiskey they could carry. She also told them of the fire—mostly contained thanks to the good downpour, thank god—and the damage done to one shed. Lastly, there were bodies, and if they were going back into the bush, they’d better be careful. 

	Into the forest they trekked, seeing and hearing nothing untoward.

	—

	The beast hid and watched the one who’d harmed her from the trees. She could kill him, but wanted to know more about the pain he’d caused from that distance…and the sound. So loud. A formidable roar, even if it lasted only a second.

	The bony food flesh was terrified, the beast could tell, but not unready to fight more. This was a more respectable foe than she’d anticipated. She’d let him run and made a quick feast of the one body not aflame beneath the strange meatless bird. She then tore open the cubs and dug into the more delicious morsels. 

	It was a shame about the cubs, had she known them longer, she might’ve taught them to be great hunters and good challengers to her land. Probably not, small as they were.

	The beast climbed down and hunkered low, moved stealthily and at a distance. Following the fleshy one with the great roar and the ability to cause her real pain.

	—

	Bev Sorensen reminded himself as he kept a pace slightly faster than a speed walk that he was Bev Sorensen, head of the food chain, a man, smarter than any beast, an able man who could aim and fire, could reload rapidly, could down this beast and make the biggest goddamned throw rug that ever was. If he could get the situation right. He reminded himself that Stephen Gillman had always been reliable, a man never cowed by a wife, never running stupid when the pressure was on, a man always available to be a man when needed. Stephen would have the help ready once he got to the winery. And with all those distractions, the beast wouldn’t know where to look and Bev would aim carefully, pop out both of those huge eyes.

	He had to get there first.

	Going down the hill put the distance in better perspective. It had already been a hell of a long day, but there were many miles to go. Sundown would come within the hour, maybe an hour and a half, and he’d be jogging for at least two…three, keeping up that pace would be impossible. The trouble with direction also came to mind. He had to be straight and the only sightline he had were trees, it was luck that the landscape had shifted to mix birch with the fir. The birch were like bones, mostly cleared of limbs and easy to manoeuvre around, standing stark and white, reaching high into the green skin of the forest.

	All around him, birds chirped and cawed. High above, eagles watched from their great nests. Not quite buzzards, but he thought the eagles would eat him right alongside the bears and rodents and fisher cats and whatever else knew the taste of flesh. 

	He reminded himself that none of those creatures would have a chance to eat him after the beast got him. Seeing the truth explained more than he cared to understand. The bloodbaths and the missing bodies. This thing was unreal in its savagery. Like a creature from the comics or the movies. 

	How did something get that big?

	He continued and through the trees, he saw the orange of a falling sun over his left shoulder. The birds had quieted some, but not fearfully, more instinctually. They’d sleep and the owls and bats would rise. The thought of the forest at night was deceptively peaceful. 

	Bev tightened the grip he had on the rifle and stopped. He had to catch his breath. He turned and scanned the woods methodically for those big eyes. Trees and trees and trees and trees and eyes and tre— He jerked back, seeking those eyes, but they were gone. The shadows grew and he continued scanning. Trees and trees and trees and trees and eye— No, nothing. He was seeing things. He’d gone 720° in search of anything but trees and saw eyes whenever he gave himself the leeway to do so.

	Knots in the trees! The eyes were everywhere. Stopping didn’t help him catch his breath at all. The adrenaline pumped anew and he forced himself to remain planted as he reached into his jacket and the pack of Grimm’s beef jerky. He brought a fat square to his mouth and began chewing, unaware until that second how much he really needed to refuel in a calorie sense.

	—

	The beast smelled the others before seeing them and broke from her trail of the boney flesh that interested her so. For a moment, she knew he sensed her creeping by; this one was something to study, an adversary to learn from. Then she was gone and chasing down the flesh and fire scents.

	Four of the boney flesh sacks, two small and three large with furry faces, sat around a campfire. They made much noise, but not of concern. They didn’t even sense her gaze. These were typical prey. Stupid. Hopeless. Tasty.

	Quickly, she located a felled tree: recently dead, it bore no ants and weighed a goodly sum. She picked it up and crept on her hind legs as best she cared to. Most times, approaching in this way was unnecessary, but she did not want to spook the one who’d caused her harm; it was all too possible that one was formidable in many ways and could flee her chase. A great loss there.

	Just beyond the touch of the firelight, she lifted the log up high and dove headlong onto meat. A growl escaped her jaws, some things were unavoidable in the heat of action. The bones crunched and blood poured. One of the meals screamed out before the razor tip of a claw cut short the cries.

	The beast piled and carried the bodies away, more than one hundred feet from the campfire. They would be safe there, go unseen. She would save this meal for later.

	—

	Bev heard a human noise, it sounded like a single bark of hearty laughter, good wholesome manpower. The more the merrier. Guns are fun, bring them out and let’s all shoot this beast. He ran for where he’d heard the solitary noise, and quickly, he caught glimpses of fire flicker. A certainty fell on him then: he’d make it. 

	This thing was beneath him. He’d mastered many beasts before, travelled great distances in his life to put holes in Mother Earth’s creatures. This was only different in size; the outcome would remain constant.

	A smile played on his lips. “Hey! Hey!” He was more than one hundred feet yet, but didn’t want to be the victim of a hunting accident. “Hey!”

	His breath came out in harsh pants and the air going in burned like sandpaper against his throat and lungs. Close, he saw no notable upright forms. This was still okay, they could be in tents, could be off taking a piss, could be stretched out on the ground next to that glorious fire. Sure. Any of those made sense. All of those made sense.

	He forced his rubber legs to stiffen and pump as hard as they had since that shit show with the helicopter. Ten feet away, he slowed. Eight feet, he was only walking. Five feet, he stopped and swallowed the scene. One tent had been crushed by a log that crossed the campsite. The fire trickled into its bark. A cooler had been tipped. Beer and water and Mountain Dew. Everything but the flames wore the wet shine of fresh blood.

	Bev spun then and stared into the darkness. His eyes had adjusted to the fire and what was behind him had become the void from which monsters climbed free. An owl hooted to his left and he turned. 

	Not right, this was supposed to be grace, amazing and full of salvation. 

	“Fuck you!” Bev howled to the night and stumbled toward the cooler. He fell to his knees and grabbed for a water bottle, smearing the transparent plastic with crimson fingerprints. He drank deeply until the bottle was empty and he brought his mouth away, gasping. That water was good to his throat, but he hardly felt it, so terrified that every shadow was actually the beast. Every glint banking against a tree or leaf, every errant drop of blood was the thing’s eyes. “Fuck you!”

	He grabbed a can of Lucky lager and cracked the tab. He drank the entirety in eleven seconds and reached for another. This one took twenty-five seconds. He sat. The fire felt so good, he crawled forward, the rifle ready to unleash the little hope he had left. He basked and before he knew it was about to happen, he was out.

	—

	The trail didn’t offer much of a view, so they climbed the fence and peered down the gentle slope toward the bush. If nothing else, the forest fire hadn’t run to anywhere they saw and was small enough that they didn’t catch much of a hinted glow—of course, many hills and valleys existed between the orchard and where the idiots had lost control of their fire. After a while sitting in the dark, they gave in and returned to the trailer. 

	“This is a bust, huh? Kinda?” Stephen had a Halloween sized bag of Ruffles potato chips. He’d filled his pantry with candy on October 30, certain he’d need a ton and suspecting that he’d best be ready for the kids who would finally show up, again. Three years earlier, he’d gotten ninety-four kids in costume to his door, but the following two years he had only twenty-seven, combined total. This year he’d only had nine, meaning that candy went into a bag and the bag got tossed into the trailer just before he loaded the propane for the stovetop burners. 

	Everybody had hot coffee and plenty to eat. Stacy ate Mars bars like she’d been deprived of them her entire life. Kermit drank more than a pot of coffee to himself. Stephen just ate and drank at a moderate, but continuous pace. Anything to break up the hours watching the candles drip with an ear to the silent night through the window screen.

	“I don’t know. I’d like to call into the station and ask if they’d had more word, but they’re busy as hell, right?” Kermit said and then sipped from the steel mug that came with the trailer. 

	“But we’re helping? Maybe? You work for the government, too…?” Stacy trailed, eyes on the mountain of chocolate bar wrappers before her. “I couldn’t have eaten all these myself, could I?”

	Stephen huffed, amused. 

	Kermit got out his phone and held it, didn’t dial. “What about your buddy?” he asked Stephen.

	Stacy piped in. “Sorry, again.”

	Stephen huffed once more, still amused. “Stacy snuck up on me and I dropped my phone in a puddle. I’m not turning it on until tomorrow… Trying to dry it, that’s why it’s up on the stove.”

	Kermit tightened his lips and shifted them from side to side—something barely visible in the dim candlelight. “Okay.” He dialed and waited. “Susan, you still there?” Pause. “It’s Kermit Buckwalter, we were wondering if there’s been any kind of change or sighting or anything?” Pause. “Oh, I guess that’s all right, huh?” Pause. “Oh.” Pause. “Oh.” Pause. “Oh, well maybe not. You have any word from Burgess?” Pause. “Okay, well, have him give me a ring whenever he comes in, please. Thanks.” Pause. “You too.” Pause. “Bye.”

	“What’d they say?” Stacy unwrapped another bar, this one a Coffee Crisp, the wrapper a stark contrast to the rest of the pile. 

	“Not much. It’s calmed down a bit, but people are still calling. Lost in the woods. No word from Burgess or your buddy,” he looked to Stephen, “or the sasquatch guy.”

	“It’s like we’re never where the action is, huh?” Stephen asked, a big part of him hoped it would stay that way, another part of him had a hero fantasy playing in his head where he’d kill the thing after saving Stacy from its clutches, then she’d be so grateful…idiotic. 

	“If all those people hadn’t showed up, I think it would’ve found us and we would’ve had to be more ready. Really, if the gate wasn’t locked for the night, I’d say we might as well just give up for today. Do you have any idea how far this forest runs? Being big as you say,” Kermit looked at Stacy, “it won’t have trouble with the little mountains either, could head north until it hit a too formidable bit of the Rockies—if such a bit exists.”

	“But it eats people. If it has a taste for it, won’t it stay? That’s how it works in movies.” Stacy pushed the bulky grocery bag of Halloween candy further from reach. 

	—

	The beast ate one of the most recent kills and watched the one by the firelight. It appeared to be sleeping, but was it? Was this a coy game? Would this one trick her and then spring into action? 

	She decided to wait.
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	The sun wasn’t yet up, but the horizon shined pinkly over the orchard. Again, Stephen was the first to rise. One of them—or perhaps all of them—had been gassy through the night and the stink in the morning, lingering up near the ceiling, was heavy. Stephen thought maybe it smelled more like chocolate than anything else, but he could’ve imagined that; maybe trying to peg Stacy down a few notches because all of his attempts to chat her up went awry whereas she was happy to answer anything Kermit asked, and with elaboration. 

	He started a pot of coffee brewing and then exited the trailer, leaving the door open behind him to let more fresh air in. He stepped down the trail until where it opened, inhaled deeply through his nose, trying to smell for fire, and smelled only fruit. Around him, the trees were still and quiet. The night creatures had gone to bed and the day creatures had yet to begin their rituals.

	A bird high in a tree began chirping and ruined the ease of the moment, so Stephen turned back and veered the way he’d come. Instead of making for the trailer again, he headed out to the orchard. The straightness of the rows seemed to sour the image of wilderness. The forest was a nice, peaceful place when you didn’t think about the beast; the winery had encroached on that. Breaking peace.

	“I hope you nail the bastard,” Stephen whispered and turned away.

	The coffee was ready and Kermit already had a cup in his hands, was eating a bag of Lay’s Regular. “Morning. See anything worth seeing?”

	Stephen filled his cup as he spoke. “Nothing.” He spooned in some whitener from a plastic container about the same dimensions of a Pringles tube and then stirred the coffee to light brown. He took a sip then set the cup down next to his phone. “What do you think?”

	“About what?” Kermit held an empty cup by the ring.

	“Do I risk turning it on?”

	Kermit looked at the phone. “Don’t ask me, I’m not the technological type. I only take whatever free phone Telus gives me.”

	“I had a friend turn her phone on like an hour after dropping it into a Long Island iced tea.” Stacy didn’t have her eyes open yet, lying on her side on the bed that doubled as a bench for the dining table—the other two beds were at the back, one up high and one at knee level. “It still worked. But that was a flip phone. Remember the ones called Razr? Motorola, I think.”

	Stephen picked up the phone and weighed the possibilities. “I don’t know. I still have almost two years on this one.”

	Kermit had a smile in his voice when he said, “What good’s a contract if you can’t turn on the phone?”

	Stephen squinted and tightened his jaws while stretching back his lips, nervous. He held the power button and the phone lit. Thirty text messages landed, all from Bev. “Ho-lee fuck.”

	—

	The quality of light had changed. The chill penetrated through his layers and he was stiff all over. Bev didn’t move right away, he looked as far as his eyes would reach, and when he saw nothing, he listened. 

	The fire had gone out and the world had stilled. Yet, a noise came to him. Like a dog snoring, but far away. He climbed to his feet, trills of pain shooting along every muscle. He stepped gently to the tipped cooler, grabbed two beers and two waters. He had some jerky left, but spied a bag of chips left on the ground: Nacho Doritos. But the noise. The first part demanded stealth.

	He picked up the rifle and started away, taking slow, gentle steps. Once he’d gone so far that he could no longer hear the beast, he pulled a beer from his pocket and cracked it. The tab sounded to him like an air siren. He brought the can to his mouth, paused, listened. Nothing came to his ear and he downed the beer. He cracked the second can and drank it as quickly as his body allowed. The beer was thick and had a bad aftertaste—like most cheap beer—but he managed to put it away just fine. He then withdrew his jerky packet and rammed the salty meats into his mouth.

	He chewed two golf ball sized wads and withdrew a water bottle from his jacket pocket. He swigged it, his guts full. The meat went down, the wrapper hit the forest floor, and Bev continued onward.

	At a slow jog, he tried to listen for the beast but heard only the beer and water sloshing around his stomach. He stopped to piss, hoping that would leave more room for the liquid to pass lower, into more compacted organs. 

	The jog recommenced after he zipped up.

	—

	The beast was sick of waiting and decided to trick the boney food. She began breathing heavily, and almost immediately, the food opened its eyes. She could see him, but he did not see her. The beast’s eyes were trained to pick out what wasn’t trees and the food’s eyes bounced around, unseeing.

	She breathed heavier. 

	The boney fleshy thing got to its feet. The beast continued its trickery. 

	—

	Bev’s chest burned something decent and he leaned against a tree to take another piss and catch his breath. He’d become so tired and pained that part of him wished he’d stayed at the vacant campsite to drink the rest of the beer and eat the Doritos. Then the rage boiled and he imagined the rug and that strange not-quite-bear head with its snubbed, almost ape-like muzzle. 

	He pushed off the tree and gave a quick turn. The air had lightened a few notches and the tree knots had again become eyes. Everywhere were eyes and everywhere else were shadows, shadows hiding the encroaching beast.

	He swung the rifle back and forth, ready to jump at phantoms. 

	After a deep breath, he continued in what he hoped was the right direction, telling himself that with every step, he was that much closer to backup and dozens of weapons loaded to kill.

	And yet, he hadn’t heard from Stephen. He withdrew his phone and hit power. Nothing. The machine was a paperweight and he didn’t even own a desk. He fought the urge to smash it, blast it into smithereens. It went into his pants pocket.

	His boots were hardly rising from the forest floor after another two hours of quick walking, but the sun was coming up and he saw the first element of hope, though it wasn’t everything he’d dreamed of. A fence just beyond the edge of the forest, then the grape vines in rows. 

	The winery was there, but where was the cavalry?

	He spun and gazed into the forest. Trees and trees and trees and trees and eyes and fur and claws and dear god, there it was. Bev lifted the rifle. The beast had to be a hundred feet away, maybe more, and Bev had only so many shots left in his clip and the secondary clip inside his jacket. 

	Maybe it was stupid, but he switched off the safety and fired. 

	Then it was gone. 

	Had he seen it at all?

	“Fuck. Fuck.” Bev turned back to the fence and climbed. He broke between the rows like an ambling drunk.

	—

	The beast watched and waited, heard the single roar and ducked away. Something painful grazed her shoulder. She’d been too open and easy. Maybe this one was like the cubs, maybe she needed to capture and train it. 

	The boney meat was on the move again and pulled out of the forest into a clearing. She stopped before revealing herself, suddenly uncertain how to proceed, and not only because of the lack of cover.

	She smelled delicious sweetness. The low vines were mostly fruitless, but not far away were taller trees, ones that looked like the trees she’d known before the cave fell on her. There were apple trees and that was almost certainly better than learning from this little food source.

	She waited, thinking, watching.

	—

	Kermit argued that they should get help first, but Stephen was out the door with his rifle and Stacy was right behind him. Kermit dialed and scooped up his rifle, stashed it under his arm and then dug into his duffle bag for extra rounds.

	Over the fence and into the apple orchard, Stephen was shouting, out of sight to the others. Stacy began shouting in mimic, “Bev! Bev!” Kermit spoke quietly into his phone and begged for backup.

	Stephen ran between the trees, crossing rows. He was frantic but hopeful as he heard a voice carry over the orchard. The word seemed out of place and he wasn’t certain he’d heard it correctly: buck, luck, fuck…duck! 

	But it was too late and the chuck of wood smashed into the side of Stephen’s head. He rolled, his eyes falling onto Stacy. 

	Then he saw the beast. It had her like King Kong and the blonde. He jumped to his feet and pumped six rounds into its ample head. It fell and Stacy climbed free of its bloody clutches, running toward him. She said, “You saved me. You’re a hero!” Then she kissed him and ran her hands over his shoulder to begin…shaking him.

	Stephen had a tremendous pain in the side of his head as he looked up at Kermit. 

	“You okay? Did you fall?”

	Stephen blinked. Licked his lips. Said, “Something hit me.” He rolled over and Kermit gasped. Stephen touched the tender spot and it seemed to leap out at his fingertips. The bulge was massive and a fissure split the skin down the middle.

	He got to his feet.

	Shots rang out. Then Bev’s voice carried. “Where is it? It’s here. Where is it?”

	Stacy climbed between rows where tree limbs had tangled, knocking several ripe apples to the ground. “I don’t see him!”

	Stephen took two stumbling steps, shrinking the distance to thirty feet. 

	“Holy, what happened to your he—?” Stacy started.

	There was a rustling and then a windy swiping sound, like slicing the air with a sword. Stephen and Kermit both saw the lightning quick winging of the furry arm, but did not see the claw sever through flesh, bone, tendons, and whatever else once hid inside Stacy’s neck. 

	Stephen screamed as Stacy’s head flew at him, spinning like a fastball, blood showering out the bottom and from the vacancy left atop her neck like matching geysers from science fair volcanoes. Stacy’s head dropped and rolled to Stephen’s feet as her decapitated body toppled onto dropped apples.

	More shots rang out and the beast howled and then growled, a tree limb snapped and momentarily disappeared. The beast stood up and finally Kermit and Stephen had an idea of what they faced.

	Both lifted their rifles as the beast fired the branch in the opposite direction. Kermit and Stephen squeezed, and then filled the chambers and squeezed, did this twice over. The beast spun to face them, blood pouring from multiple holes in its abdomen and from its mouth. It roared and leapt.

	Stephen dove one way and Kermit dove the other. 

	The beast landed, claws out, disarming Stephen and tearing Kermit’s arms from his body. The blood gushed and the muscles dangled from the dismemberments like spaghetti strands. Kermit was on his knees and looked around like a punch-drunk boxer. The beast jerked downward and sank its teeth into the front portion of Kermit’s scalp and then bit off his face, bone and all. 

	Stephen scrambled, watching only as long as the first helping of blood splashed onto him. He got to his feet and ran to where he suspected Bev was. Through the row of trees, he charged, but fell to his knees, lucky as that was. A wooden missile launched over him and plowed into Bev, flattening him as if he’d been paved over. “No. No, fuck no.”

	The broken tree limb had nailed Bev over the chest and all the blood had rushed elsewhere, turning his neck and head the color of eggplant, his eyes bulging and his lips black.

	“Shit. Shit.” Stephen scrambled on his hands and knees, grabbed Bev’s rifle, silently praying it had something left in the clip. He pulled the bolt, closed it, and fired into the beast’s back as it had turned and resumed thrashing Kermit’s corpse. 

	It jerked around then, and Stephen kept repeating his motions. Boom. Boom. Boom. Boom. Boom. Boom. Boom. Boom. Boom. He wasn’t aiming and nailed knees and thighs, then stomach and—the beast fell on top of him, groaning. Stephen heard his legs snap and he swung the rifle around. The beast tried to bite him but managed only to wrap her jaws over the rifle’s muzzle. Stephen fired much of the back of the beast’s head off. It began blinking, its legs twitching. Blood began running from its mouth. Stephen tried to pull himself free but couldn’t. Stuck beneath this dying thing.

	The beast seemed to change after a minute. It gazed at a shiny red apple lying in the grass. It began creeping its claws, reaching for it. A whine came up its throat and the effort to take hold of the fruit lasted what seemed an eternity to Stephen.

	Like a dog then, the beast began whimpering. Stephen leaned over, pain firing messages up his legs. He groaned and the beast whined louder. Stephen had the apple then and rolled it to the beast’s mouth. 

	The beast worked its incredible, busted jaws. They leaked a constant hot spillage of blood, but managed, taking the apple in with a single bite, swallowed, and then let out a slow, wheezy, final breath.

	It would be thirty minutes before the police and paramedics arrived.

	 

	


EPILOGUE

	Stephen awoke in a hospital bed next to a face he’d seen on TV. It was the man who’d survived the bear attack that had killed his sister. He was about to say something, open his eyes wider, when a woman came rushing in and he decided against it.

	“Oh, Ace! I just found out! I would’ve been here sooner!”

	The man, Ace, had his eyes on his cellphone, refusing to look at the woman. “What do you want?”

	“What? I’m here to take care of you. I’m your wife!”

	“Mindy, get fucked.”

	“How can you say that?” Mindy had tears in her words.

	Ace looked at her then. “We’re divorced and you’re getting remarried.”

	“But you need me.” Mindy put her hands on Ace’s chest.

	“Bitch, I need you like I need a broken dick. Last things I ever want to see again: my wife—you or any other woman I might be fool enough to marry—and fucking bears. Now, get out!” Ace winced, his hand darting to his cheek; his face had already gone to the shades of autumn flora and purple skies.

	Mindy said more, but Ace refused to respond. Finally, she said, “Where’s Precious?”

	Ace looked at her. “My guess, the pound.”

	The woman stormed off and Stephen rolled over. Ace called out for the nurse and the nurse came, fed water and pills to Stephen. He slept again. The next time he awoke, he spoke.

	Over the following three days, Ace and Stephen became friends. They’d shared a laugh when Ace talked about trying to dicker with Carolyn at the yard sale about Stephen’s hockey cards. Ace then recounted what marriage was like and finally got to the crummy bachelor house.

	The wheels began turning for Stephen then.

	Ace was out three weeks before Stephen and the day Stephen got out, Ace was there to pick him up. Together, they sat in Stephen’s house, bruised, bandaged, broken, watching the movers bring in the meager belongings Stephen kept after the divorce. Precious yipped and circled at their feet—Mindy didn’t really want the stupid mutt after all.

	—

	The beast remained in police custody—dead as it was—for thirteen hours. Military men showed up after that and took the remains to a laboratory. Men and women in white coats dissected and collected. The cave was cordoned off for research. The public quickly moved on to more mundane dealing—Brock Boeser had resigned with the Canucks, the Liberal Party of Canada had just run a fourteen-billion-dollar deficit, and the Japanese had decided to dump radioactive water from the Fukushima disaster into the Pacific.

	Within six months, using the framework established at the Roslin Institute back in 1996 with Dolly the cloned sheep, the scientists set to reproduce the anomalous specimen. Within a year, the first clone of the deceased beast—a mammal of the Tremarctinae genus—survived the Petri dish and incubator. The nine-member team settled on a name, Gentle Gertie. 

	Gentle Gertie would be the first of many…if all went to plan. 
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