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        PROLOGUE – Remote Alaskan Wilderness on the Alagnak Wild River

      

      

      

      “Are the charges ready?” Brian Donovan, the mine site manager, was sitting at his desk inside the operations trailer. He was a no-nonsense man, close-cropped hair peppered throughout with gray. He’d been a desk jockey some ten years now, but, even at fifty-four, his physique did much to belie that; his arms were corded with muscles and his stomach was as flat and tight as his college football playing days.

      “They are.” Pepper Johnson stood in front of Brian’s desk; he had his Baltimore Orioles hat in his hands, twisting it around in tight, sweaty fists.

      Brian looked up from the paperwork he was busy signing. “Something else?”

      “Boss...”

      “You know I hate it when you call me that. I’m not some plantation owner.”

      Pepper couldn’t help it. A large swath of his youth had been spent in the Georgia penal system, and, subsequently, he had done his share of road maintenance in chain gangs (without the chains, though the name had endured). It was expected that the guards be called "boss," and he reverted to that whenever he was nervous, which he was, extremely so. “We’ve been shut down. I shouldn’t be laying charges.”

      Donovan had saved Pepper from a life of petty crime and compounding jail time. He'd taught the man a trade; now he earned more money working a job he loved than he could ever have stolen. He had loyalty for Donovan that ran deep, and, because of that fealty, he’d done quite a few things over the years that he hadn’t completely agreed with. Not for the first time, Pepper stood there wondering if that had been exactly the reason Donovan had saved him all those years ago, he’d been grooming a yes man. Someone that would do as he was asked, perhaps not without question, but certainly not with many of them.

      “We’re close to hitting that vein, I can feel it in my bones.”

      Pepper didn’t doubt it. The man never failed to find a lode. “I’m not doubting you, Boss.” Brian’s eyes crinkled in irritation. “It’s the EPA, b...err, Mr. Donovan. They said our study of the environmental impact was incomplete, and they need to shut us down to have more tests done.”

      Brian stood up. “I’m well aware of what they said. What’s your point?”

      Pepper swallowed hard. “That maybe we shouldn’t be mining.”

      “Do you know how much the parent company has spent to set this operation up and get us running? Would you like to hear the numbers? I’ll tell you. 3.6 million. Want to know how much viable ore we’ve pulled out of this hellhole to pay that back? Zero, nothing, not a single fucking nugget. Not once, Pepper, not once in my career have I not had a mine turn a profit. Some bigger than others, maybe, but I have always made sure that my men, myself, and the company were very well compensated.”

      “I know this.”

      “Well? If you know that, what makes you think I’m going to let it all go now? United Mining is in trouble, Pepper. And that stays in this office. The company you and I have both worked at for over twenty years is on the verge of going under. That nimrod CEO has been canned, but because of years of shitty investments, he’s led them right down the toilet. This mine here, right here, this is it. We either right the ship, or she sinks to the bottom of the ocean, and us with her. It could be a year or more before they get their damned study completed and get the stamp of approval from the feds. UM doesn’t have that kind of time. I’m not supposed to say anything, but the support staff back home, they’re not drawing checks. Those people and their families, they’re counting on us, on me and you, Pep. So excuse me if I don’t give a flying fuck about some damned fish and squirrels. Now are you going to set the charges, or do I need to find someone else to do it?”

      “We could be looking at jail time.”

      “We find what I know is there, and none of us will be going to jail. Hell, they’ll be giving us medals. I expect to have my world rocked in the next fifteen minutes. Now, if you’ll excuse me, we've both got work to do.” Donovan sat down and went back to his paperwork.

      Pepper, as he walked out of the trailer, looked over to his truck. For the briefest of moments, he contemplated getting in the cab and driving off. Regrets over that missed opportunity would be his last thoughts, just a few days later, as he lay dying.

      “Fire in the hole!” Pepper shouted over the radio and PA system. A blaring horn commenced the countdown. Ten seconds later, the ground under his feet shook as the largest string of explosives he had ever set was detonated. “Hope it’s worth it,” he said as clouds of dirt and rock dust blew from the mouth of the cavern. They might have been far from the beaten path, but the sound would not go unnoticed. Locals would investigate and a call would go out to the EPA by the end of the day. How long it would take for them to respond was the question, and whether Donovan could get out enough ore to make it all worthwhile. How much of his life did he owe?

      The foreman had been ordered to get the heavy equipment back into the shaft much quicker than safety guidelines allowed. He wasn’t happy about it and voiced his opinion; Donovan had threatened to fire him on the spot until he acquiesced.

      Vanessa Blanders was the first in. At thirty-eight, she had traded places with her husband of eighteen years. Four years previously, he’d been injured working in a mine, his body violently pinned between a cavern wall and an underground mining truck. Vanessa had moved up the ranks from the oldest greenie to an underground tractor operator. She now worked the squat rock hauler, which looked a lot like a frontend loader that had been soundly pressed flat. She was good at her job, earning more than her husband ever had as a laborer, and he’d taken to caring for their three kids like a duck to water, something Vanessa had always felt out of her depth doing. She constantly thought about how weird, and yet how completely timely, his injury had been. She’d loved her job—right up until this project. Nothing had seemed to go their way, right from the very beginning, starting with the young surveyor crushed by an isolated landslide. The tragedy had only added to her, and most everyone else on the crew’s, trepidation.

      Mining safety called for a twenty-four-hour period after a blasting to ensure there weren’t any unexpected cave-ins. The dust had barely settled when she’d been called to excavate. If Christmas hadn’t been approaching, she would have told her boss to kick rocks. A line of her fellow miners watched as she entered the opening. She knew they would do all they could to help her should she be trapped, but that did little to ease her fear. She was feeling better about it all after her fourth haul out and nothing untoward had happened. She’d just gone in for her fifth when a small shake made a crack in the wall to her left. She had her foot on the reverse pedal, ready to leave as quickly as she could, when a ray of golden sunshine poured through. She pushed a pile of rocks ahead so she could get a better look. She was curious about where the light was coming from, but that couldn’t hold a candle to what was illuminated before her.

      “Pepper, this is Blanders.”

      “Got you, four by four. Everything all right, Van?”

      “You’re going to want to get Donovan in a truck; you two should come down here pronto.”

      “On our way,” Donovan said, monitoring the line.

      Fifteen minutes later, Pepper was standing at the edge of the newly formed crevice. “I’ve never seen anything like it.” He ran his hands over the wall. The vein of gold was some fifteen feet tall on one side and sloped up even higher on the other. “If we mine this out too fast, we’re going to crash the price of gold.”

      “Can’t sit on it,” Donovan said, his eyes glinting. “We’ve got a week, maybe less, before the feds get here. Might even seize the whole operation.”

      “Seize this because of an EPA violation?” Pepper asked incredulously.

      “No, because there's a chance it could destabilize the economy of the world. We need to get as much out as we can, as fast as we can.” Donovan turned on his heel and got back into his truck. Pepper and Vanessa spent a moment looking at each other before Pepper headed out as well.

      “Is no one going to say anything about the weird sunlight?” she asked as the truck backed out. By the time she got her next load out, word had spread throughout the entire camp. The crew and their equipment were waiting impatiently for her to finish the clean-out so that they could get started. An hour later, Pepper confirmed the area was clear enough for mining to resume.

      “Something’s not right in there.” Van shook her head. She had tried to get Pepper to talk with her, but she could see the gold fever in his eyes. She could no sooner reason with him about proceeding with caution than she could tell a child not to eat all of their candy from their Halloween haul.

      For three days straight they’d worked the mine, splitting the crew in two, twelve on, twelve off. Even during their off-time, a lot of the men continued to work, knowing their fortunes were tied to how quickly they could excavate the ore. On the morning of the fourth day, Peter Fontaine went missing. No one thought too much about it. First-year greenies often walked off the job; the stress of the work, the underground claustrophobia that could hit at any time, the breakdown of the body from the physical labor, they were all contributing factors. It didn’t make much sense for someone to leave with that type of bonus dangling over their head, but stranger things had happened. Twelve hours later, when David Keller, a ten-year vet of the mines, failed to show up in the logs as having checked out of the mine, management took notice.

      “Everyone out,” Pepper ordered over the radio. Donovan nearly overrode the directive, but allowed commonsense to dictate. Two hours later, a thorough search had yielded no results. By now, the crew was convinced that the mine was cursed. The surveyor's death, the insane motherlode, the strange illumination in the shaft; with their proclivity toward superstition, the missing miners were the final proof they needed. Four walked off the job. Even the promise of being rich beyond their wildest dreams was not worth the risk of losing their lives.

      The next day would be the last day of Vanessa's life. Her final thoughts were wishing she had stayed on the phone with her husband and kids a little while longer. She’d cut them short, knowing she had to get back to work. She'd promised them she’d catch up the next day, but she never got the chance. None of the crew, besides Donovan, escaped. What came out of that opening was something none of them would have been able to explain, and none would have ever believed.
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      "Katmai National Park, Alaska? Really? What about Vegas?” Mike asked. He was sitting in the garage, attempting to pull the solenoid from his rider mower, his hands caked in grime, and at least two fingers bleeding. “This is insane. It’s like they built the damned mower around this one damned part.” His face turned sideways and pressed up against the engine as he reached with his fingertips to try and turn the nut holding the broken piece in place.

      “It’s camping, a chance to get away, to reunite with nature,” BT said.

      “As soon as I can get this effing thing out and replaced, I’ll be reuniting with nature.”

      “Mowing the lawn is not the same thing.”

      “Then when I’m done, I’m going to go inside, grab a cold beer and watch the Sox play on a beautifully manicured field. Can I do that camping?”

      “How long have we been friends now?”

      “I don’t know, ten, twelve years, I guess. Can you hand me the ten-millimeter socket? I think I can get it up here.” Mike’s tongue poked out.

      BT handed him the tool. “In all that time, how many family vacations have we taken?”

      “Six, seven.”

      “Eight.”

      “Eight? Are you shitting me? I don’t really like you that much.”

      “You are such an asshole. I’m not even sure why I hang out with you.”

      “Every black man has to have one white friend. Keeps them from getting arrested when they get pulled over.”

      “I’m not sure if that’s racist or not.”

      “Have you ever got a ticket with me in the car?”

      “I’ve never been pulled over with you in the car.”

      “You’re welcome,” Mike told him.

      “Twice we went to Vegas, three times we went to New York. Twice skiing up in the Rockies, and the one time we went to that Cracker Festival.”

      “The Renaissance Fair? And who’s being racist now?”

      “Is it? I didn't see any brothers running around in tights and carrying turkey legs.”

      “If I remember correctly, you ate about a dozen of those.”

      BT ignored Mike’s comment. “What I’m saying is we’ve never spent any peace and quiet in nature.”

      “What about the skiing?”

      “Close, but not the same thing. There were shops everywhere, and the posers? I don’t even want to get into it. Listen, I know the Corps screwed up your desire to be in a tent, but this is different. Sleeping under the stars, bacon sizzling over an open flame. With your kids being older, I figured it would be nice for just us and our wives to get away.”

      “Linda’s cool with this?” Mike asked.

      “Why wouldn’t she be?”

      “Your wife has Gucci bags, drives a beamer, and has her hair and nails done once a week. She doesn’t seem like the outdoorsy type, and I love her all the more for it.”

      “It took some convincing, but she used to be a Girl Scout. Once I got her on board, she’s raring to go.”

      “I feel like you’re full of shit, but whatever. I truly hope you two have a great time. Send me pics when you get to a place that has wi-fi, if such a thing exists in nature.”

      “I had a feeling how this conversation was going to go. I didn’t want to have to do this, but....”

      “What did you do?” Mike asked as the wrench clattered to the floor.

      “I told your wife first.”

      Mike’s heartbeat accelerated and stammered before calming. “Pah. Like that matters. She camped a bit with her friends when she was younger; she’s never shown any desire to do it since.”

      “Until now,” BT added.

      Tracy appeared in the doorway from the kitchen to the garage. “Have you told him yet?” she asked. Chloe, their English bulldog, nudged her way past and down the steps where she sat next to Mike and pawed his arm until he absently pet her. She lay down with a contented snort.

      “Not you, too? Camping? Seriously?”

      “It’ll be nice to get away, get off the grid. I’ve never been to Alaska, and neither have you, plus, if you don’t go, we’re eating ham—indefinitely.”

      “You’re both on Santa’s shit list. I hope you know that.”

      As if in response, Chloe let loose a long and loud gaseous emission.

      “Damn. I guess that’s enough tractor fixing time.” Mike got up to move away from the smell.

      “You should get that checked.” BT stood from his chair, wrapped his nose in his hand, and walked out and across the cul-de-sac to his home.

      “It’s a conspiracy; everyone is turning on me.” Mike stood by the open door.

      “It’s just a few weeks. It’ll be nice to get away from the grind.”

      Mike made a non-committal hmmph sound. “My idea of getting away is vegging out, watching sports.”

      “Don’t you want to spend some quality alone time with me?” Tracy asked, looking genuinely hurt. She pulled up her shirt just enough he caught sight of the bottom curve of her breasts.

      “Now you’re just playing dirty.” Mike’s arms raised of their own volition as he moved toward her with his hands open.

      “Can’t. Your pregnant daughter is coming over soon.”

      “How soon?”

      “An hour.”

      Forty-five minutes later, a disheveled Mike put his pants back on. “You still serious about the camping?”

      “You’re good, Mike, but you’re not 'screw my brains out, forget about everything else,' good.”

      “I could try again.” He leered just as the doorbell rang.

      “Go let your daughter in,” she said as the pillow she tossed clipped the side of his head.
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      “So not only are we going camping, we have to sit in a car for twenty hours to get to Seattle before we get on a boat to get there? Have you all lost your ever-loving minds?” Mike asked as he placed a packed bag in the trunk of BT’s oversized SUV.

      “I told him, Mike.” Linda smiled. “But he wanted to bring all his camping gear.”

      “Fat lot of good that does. Baby boy here convinced you both to rent a cabin instead of setting up a tent. I have a brand new seven-person deluxe model that even has dividers inside, plenty of privacy. Thing’s bigger than most people’s homes.”

      “Bud, I love you, but there’s no way in hell I’m ever going to risk accidentally seeing you in that golden speedo ever again.”

      BT’s face grew hot, not from embarrassment but anger. “Accidentally? You walked into my house unannounced.”

      “I needed sugar, that’s what neighbors do. You can’t expect me to drink coffee without sugar. I’m not a savage.”

      “You walked into my home at five a.m. without knocking.”

      “I was being courteous because it was early. I didn’t want to wake you.”

      “Mike, we gave you that key in cases of emergencies.”

      “This was an emergency. And then…and then the trauma I’m going to have to carry with me for the rest of my life. I wasn’t even fully awake, and you came around the corner in that glowing thong, eating a bowl of cereal like it was the most natural thing in the world.”

      “I was in my own home!” BT raised his voice.

      “And were you supposed to be eating Crunch Berries?”

      “Honey, is that true?” Linda asked.

      “I’m gonna twist your head off,” BT whispered threateningly.

      “It was just that one time.” He turned toward his wife, trying to placate her.

      “You know what the doctor said," she admonished him.

      BT put his hands behind his back so Mike could see as he made a wringing motion.

      “I hope I’m there when you finally learn when to keep your mouth shut.” Tracy pinched Mike’s ass.

      “Yeah, but you’re missing the bigger picture. BT’s no longer focused on me.”
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      “Want me to drive?” Mike asked.

      “We’ve been on the road for less than three hours, I think I’m fine.”

      “Well, how about you pull over at the next rest stop for a pit break.”

      “You have to go already? What are you, seven?” BT was looking at him through the rearview mirror.

      “He’s full of crap, he just wants to call the house. The dogs will be fine, Mike. Your daughter’s watching them,” Tracy said.

      “Really?” BT asked.

      “They don’t understand what’s going on. They saw me pack some things and leave. The doleful eyes on them, like they were crying.”

      “That was you, Mike,” Tracy told him.

      “Your dogs probably just ate lunch and are sleeping on the couch. They’ll be fine,” BT said.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      “You sneaky bastard.” Mike had just awoken and was staring at the sign for the Porcupine Pines Campground in Hazelton.

      “We’re halfway to our destination, and in the middle of Idaho; there’s nowhere else to stay.”

      “I bet,” Mike said as he got out of the vehicle, stretched, and helped pull the massive tent from the back.

      “What?” BT asked as Mike glared at him. “This thing cost me twelve hundred bucks, there was no way I wasn’t going to use it.”

      “I’m heading up to the visitor’s center. Want to walk with me?” Tracy asked.

      “Of course.” He grabbed her hand as they walked the quarter-mile.

      “Sure, sure. I’ll take care of this all on my own!” BT shouted, Mike waved.

      “Pretty out here," she said as she looked around at the woods.

      “Pretty right here," he said as he squeezed her hand.

      Mike grabbed a few park pamphlets as his wife used the facilities and looked at some of the trinkets in the small gift shop.

      “Huh. Did you know Idaho has seismic activity almost throughout the entire state? And one of the largest recorded in the state was a six-point-nine in 1983. I said six-point-NINE," he said as they walked.

      “You can stop leering. Nothing is happening in a communal tent.”

      “Stupid BT.”

      By the time they got back, BT had the tent set-up and a small fire going. He stood up from the large steel cooler he was sitting on, opened it, and handed Mike a cold can of beer before sitting back down.

      “You got bottles in there?” Mike asked, looking at the can in his hand.

      “Not supposed to bring glass into campgrounds,” BT told him.

      “And yet I saw the one you set behind you when you stood up.”

      “Ungrateful bastard,” BT said as he again stood and handed Mike a bottle. “Are you going to give me the can back?”

      “Not likely,” Mike said as he cracked it open.

      “'Camp with the Talbots,' my wife says, 'it’ll be fun,' she says. What does she know?”

      “Cheers, bud.” Mike clinked his can against BT’s bottle, they both smiled before taking a drink.

      Linda handed Tracy a glass of wine. “To old friends and new adventures,” she toasted.

      “Stemmed glasses?” Mike asked.

      “It’s called roughing it in style.”
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      The following day BT kicked Mike’s feet to awaken him. “Time to go, sunshine.”

      “Oh, man.” Mike sat up, his head pounding. “How much did we drink?”

      “We didn’t drink that much. You drank a shitload. Help me take the tent down, and there’s a Gatorade in it for you.”

      “I need greasy food.”

      “There’s a diner down the road.”

      “I love you, man.”

      “I know, you said it a dozen times last night.”
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      Mike’s stomach was gurgling a storm as they waited for their order to be served.

      “Was something wrong with the beer?” he asked.

      “Beer? You killed a bottle of my best wine all by yourself. Said it was a quest of yours to, and I quote, 'drink this reddish swill til the end.' You thought that was hilarious.”

      “I’m sorry, Linda. I’ll replace it.”

      “Of course you will.” She reached across the table and grabbed his hand.

      “Just so you know, friend o’ mine, that was a fifty-dollar bottle.” BT was smiling.

      “Fifty dollars? If I remember correctly, it tasted like Boones Farm, and that stuff is like eight bucks a gallon.”

      “Unsophisticated palate.” BT shook his head.

      “What are you talking about? I’m as sophisticated as they come,” Mike pleaded.

      “Please,” Tracy said. “Your idea of fine dining is putting A-1 on your hamburger.”

      “It’s fucking delicious," he told them.
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      “Whoa, we’re here already?” Mike asked as they pulled into the Four Seasons in Seattle.

      “That’s what happens when you sleep all day,” Tracy told him.

      “Wow,” Mike said as he stared off into the distance at Mount Rainier, “that is spectacular. Not Rockies spectacular, but still impressive.”

      “Come on. We have to go and check-in.” Tracy grabbed his hand.

      “You knew we were paying; you couldn’t pick a cheaper place? Had to be a roadside motel somewhere along the way.”

      “Hon, you have a book screaming through the best sellers lists in multiple publications, you’re entertaining offers from three large publishers and one from a studio. I think you can swing this.”

      “You realize I’ll never get used to having money, right? I grew up blue collar, and, although we’ve always worked hard, the first ten years we were married we floated more checks than I’d care to admit.”

      “I know, hon, I know. Just enjoy this time we have right now. Live for this moment.” She stood on her toes and kissed him tenderly on the lips.

      The next morning was a busy one as they headed to the port to catch their ship. Mike hovered nearby as the ship’s porter went through their belongings.

      “Sir, you don’t really need to explain everything I’m looking at.” Ted Jansen had only been on the job for less than a month, but he’d already confiscated more items than he could catalog.

      “My concern is for when you get to the umm, marital aids.”

      “Marital aids?”

      “You married?”

      “No...we’re waiting for my boyfriend to tell his parents about his...orientation.” Ted wasn’t sure why he’d given a perfect stranger that bit of information.

      “Well, let me tell you. When you’ve been married for a bit, and the sex,” Mike whispered that last word, “gets a little, stale, ruttish, even, you start to look at those, er, specialized web sites. I never knew I had an affinity for leather, latex, whips and chains. Know what I mean?”

      “No idea.”

      “Don’t worry, you will. I just don’t want someone else handling the merchandise, if you catch my meaning. Some of the stuff might still be sticky and, well, germs and the like.”

      “You know what? Why don’t you just take the suitcases you’re concerned about, and I’ll consider them sufficiently checked.”

      “Smart man. Your boyfriend’s name, what is it?”

      “Devon, why?”

      “I’d like to pick you two up something while we’re in Alaska. I wish you nothing but the best, and I hope you can move forward with your relationship soon.”

      Ted studied Mike for a moment and saw nothing but sincerity. “Uh, thanks.”

      “And if you want, I can give you a list of the better websites to get some stuff from.”

      “We should be good. Now, if you don’t mind, I still have another pallet of luggage to go through.”

      “Understood,” Mike told him as he hefted three bags away.

      “Do I even want to know?” Tracy asked as she witnessed the event.

      “Denial is your best defense," he told her as they headed to the cabin.

      As much as Mike hated being on the water, he had to admit to himself and the tight-knit group he was with that he was enjoying the hell out of himself.

      “Haven’t laughed this much in years," he told them during dinner. “Or eaten this much.”

      “That’s the truth.” BT sat back and rubbed his belly. “What’s for dessert?”

      The seven-day cruise up the coast had been as peaceful as it had been spectacular, and he was sad to see it end, until he stepped on dry land and came face to face with all the beauty that the Alaskan Aleutians had to offer.

      “I don’t ever think I’ve seen anything quite so breathtaking,” Tracy said as she grabbed Mike’s hand.

      “You’re looking in the wrong direction,” he chided.

      BT was beaming as he pulled up in the rental.

      “Shit, BT, what was the next size up, tractor-trailer?” Mike said as he walked around the enormous SUV.

      “Rental agent said this thing can take on the toughest terrain that Alaska has to offer,” BT told him.

      “You realize he gets a percentage of the sale on an upcharge, right? He would have told you this thing doubles as a pontoon boat to close the deal,” Mike told him.

      “Shut up and help me pack our gear in.”

      “Please tell me it’s not another twenty hours.”

      “Two and a half, according to the GPS, plus this thing also comes with satellite radio.”

      “I thought we were trying to commune with nature?” Mike asked.

      “I’d hate to pull an Aunt Edna on you.”

      Mike gulped and stayed quiet.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      “Not many people here.” Mike looked around. There were four tents set up on grounds that could accommodate over thirty. Of the fifteen RV slots, only five had campers parked.

      Behind the counter, an older man with gray hair pulled back in a long ponytail looked up from the High Times magazine he was reading.

      “Can you help me?” he asked as Mike entered.

      “Um, what?” Mike replied.

      “Do you know when this is?” the man asked.

      “I didn’t know the magazine came with free samples now; I would have never let my subscription lapse,” Mike told him in jest.

      “I’m Trip.”

      “You’re tripping?”

      “I am?"

      “Oh, hi!” A heavy-set blonde woman came out from a room behind the counter. She wore a bright smile and clothes a size too small. “I’m Becky. I see you’ve met our new employee, John. He’s going to be in charge of the campgrounds during our off-season.”

      “Yeah, buddy, I’m in charge now, so we’ll have no hijinks here. You better behave yourself.” He was pointing a finger at Mike.

      Becky’s lips momentarily drew tight in consternation. “You’re so funny.” She lightly tapped Trip on the shoulder. “Your names?”

      “Um, Mike and Tracy Talbot.”

      “Let me get your paperwork.” As she turned, Trip pointed at Mike and mouthed. I’m watching you, I’m always watching you.

      “And the Tynes,” Tracy added. Mike could only stare at the man, whose eyes were nearly the color of the Martian surface.

      “They’ll have to come in and sign,” Becky said as she placed the reservation/contract on the countertop.

      “You’re paying,” Tracy told Mike.

      “Well, duh.”

      “For BT and Linda, too.”

      “Is this because of the bottle of wine? Because it wasn’t all that good.”

      “That’ll be ten thousand, two hundred and thirty-five dollars,” Trip said, extending his hand. “We only take nickels.”

      “Oh, um, sorry.” Becky gave a nervous chuckle. “He’s still new.”

      “And high as a kite,” Mike whispered as Tracy gave him a slight hip check. “What? I’ve seen weather balloons with less altitude.”

      “It wasn’t a weather balloon at Area 51,” Trip said as Becky leaned over him and did the math.

      “John, we talked about this. You can’t discuss your conspiracy theories with the guests. Sorry again,” she said as she looked up. Her upbeat, cheery self was ready to be anywhere but there. Trip wasn’t her first choice for off-season caregiver; he’d been her only choice when, inexplicably, the ad they’d run for help had failed to yield another candidate.

      “It’s not a conspiracy if it’s true.”

      “With tax, it’s four hundred nineteen and sixty-nine cents,” Becky said.

      “I recommend rounding up to four twenty,” Trip offered.

      “I bet you do,” Mike told him.

      As soon as Mike’s charge went through and Becky handed him the receipt and the keys, she turned to look at the large clock above her. “Well, will you look at that? Time for me to go on vacation! John, I’ll be back next month to check up on things. Mister and Missus Talbot, I hope you enjoy your stay.”

      “Thank you,” Tracy told Becky’s retreating form.

      “They must not pay overtime here,” Mike said as the door closed.

      “Let’s go check out the cabin.” Tracy had turned and was following Becky; Mike was looking at Trip, who was pointing at his eyes and then Mike’s again in an I’m keeping my eyes on you gesture. What was strange to Mike was that he kept doing it, then he suddenly looked down and frowned at the moving fingers as if he’d forgotten what they were doing. Mike took that as his cue to leave. He wondered whether if he came back in an hour, Trip would still be watching himself give the gesture.

      “Probably," he said as he closed the door to the office.

      Mike walked back to the SUV, where BT and his wife were kissing.

      “Get a room,” he called out from across the lot.

      “Well, you better hurry up then,” BT told him.

      “Deluxe cottage cabin, number fifty-nine. Apparently it has a shower.”

      “Here, let me see the keys. I’ll drive over,” BT told him.

      “Go for it.” Mike was going to take his time, hopefully giving BT more time to unload the SUV.

      Linda, Tracy, and Mike walked together. “This is amazing. Thank you for the cabin,” Linda said.

      “It’s the least he could do after all you’ve had to put up with the last week,” Tracy laughed.

      “I’ve been nothing but a perfect gentleman, and I replaced that bottle.”

      “Gruet Blanc De Noirs does not replace a 2016 Cabernet Sauvignon.”

      “It was a gas station, Linda, my options were pretty limited, I’m sorry.”

      “Is he always this easy to rile?” she asked.

      “You have no idea,” Tracy responded.

      BT was halfway through cleaning out the trunk by the time the trio meandered over. “Hey, if you’re not too busy could you grab an end to this cooler? Thing is pretty heavy.”

      “You’re up.” Mike tapped Tracy’s buttocks. “Go get em’ slugger!”

      “You’re hilarious," she told him.

      Mike kissed her cheek as he went by to grab the handle to the Yeti cooler. “This thing worth all the extra bread you laid out for it?”

      “None of the ice from the boat has melted in two days. You tell me,” BT said as they hefted it and placed it on the floor inside the kitchenette. “Now that I’ve got you here, I have some bad news.”

      “We out of beer?” Mike asked, looking panicked.

      “Linda and I are taking that room on the right.”

      “This is a nice place.” Mike was looking up at the vaulted ceiling. He headed over to take a look at the room BT had claimed. “Good-sized room.”

      “Yeah, yeah, now get out.” BT had grabbed his shoulders and ushered him back into the living room. “Your room is over there.” BT gave him a gentle shove.

      Mike crossed the room and went through the door. “Hey man, what the hell, this room is half the size.”

      “It gets worse, keep looking.”

      “Oh, come on, it's bunk beds, for fuck's sake!”

      “I know. God, I love karma. And you’ll notice that the bathroom is adjacent. I’m very regular, but it tends to be late at night. So if you get a wafting smell that’s something between burnt cheese and skunk, that would be me.”

      “Tracy!” Mike yelled out.

      “I know,” she said as she came in. “I offered them the master suite.”

      “Come on! It’s bunk beds!”

      “We’ll be fine for the week.” She was putting things away in the kitchen cabinets.

      “Looks like you’re not getting any,” BT whispered in Mike’s ear as he walked past.

      “Absolute horseshit,” Mike grumbled the entire time he went back and forth from the car to the cabin. When it was finally done, he grabbed a beer and sat at the picnic table in front of the place.

      “Pouting?” BT asked as he groaned and sat down opposite Mike. “I told you we should have used the tent. At least you would have been able to sleep next to her.”

      “Shut up. Want to play some backgammon?”

      “Only if we make it interesting.”

      “Play for the room then?”

      “Oh no.” BT laughed. “I already have that; what sense would putting it on the line make?”

      “Then what?”

      “Best out of seven, loser is the beer bitch for the evening.”

      “I’ll take that bet. As big as you are, you don’t drink a ton, whereas if I win, you’ll lose weight running back and forth all night.”

      “You know, not all of us joined the Corps and became competitive drinkers.”

      Mike’s smile ran away from his lips, and he turned serious for a moment. “It was the only way to cope with some of the…just cope, man.”

      “I get it. Sorry I brought it up.”

      “Not your fault I have demons. Come on, let’s fire this up.” Mike quickly set his tiles on the board.

      Four games in, they’d split two games apiece. However, BT was ahead in the fifth when a man came over.

      “Hey, neighbors!” The affable person waved. He was slighter taller than Mike, with dirty blonde hair and a tightly trimmed beard. He carried a four-pack of wine coolers in one hand and a deck of cards in the other, a purple fanny pack was sitting in front, oxymoronically.

      “Hey.” Mike didn’t look up from the board as BT rolled. “Come on, man, doubles again?”

      “Backgammon?” the stranger asked.

      Mike glared up at him.

      “Right, sorry, I know what the game is. My name is Paul Ginson.”

      “Pleased to meet you, Paul,” BT beamed. “I’m BT, and the grouchy one over here is Mike Talbot.”

      “Just do your move.”

      “You don’t want to concede?” BT asked.

      “Winners?” Paul asked.

      “We’re in the middle of something,” Mike groused.

      “I’m in the middle of winning, and he’s not,” BT told him. “Sit. When the series is done, I’ll destroy you too.”

      “Pissah,” Paul said as he sat. “Anyone want one?”

      “They still make those?” Mike asked as Paul offered a cooler.

      “Making a comeback,” Paul offered.

      “Like me, then?”

      “You wish,” BT said.

      “My wife Errin and I are on vacation.”

      “Aaron?” Mike asked.

      “Errin.”

      “Oh, I assumed you were…”

      “Mike.” BT shook his head.

      “He has a fann…”

      “Mike, I could sure use a refresher, and you could get some much-needed practice,” BT said as he shook his empty bottle in front of the other man’s face.

      When Mike came back, a woman was standing behind Paul, rubbing his shoulders.

      “Would have never thunk it.” Mike shook his head as he approached.

      “This is my wife, Errin.” Paul reached back and lightly touched her hand.

      “Pleased to meet you,” Mike told her.

      “Thank you. So beautiful here, isn’t it? We went hiking this morning, so peaceful. I love coming here this time of the year, almost have the whole place to ourselves. It’s nice when you can meet everyone and be able to remember their names.” She smiled. “Three of the tents are a group of college kids taking a break before midterms. Nice enough, but they didn’t want too much to do with an old lady. The last one is a woman and a child, I only know that because I saw them come in. As far as I know, they haven’t come out since they set up camp.”

      She then proceeded to give a breakdown of the RV’ers. “There are two older couples that are just passing through until they get to Denali National Park.” They ended up pulling out just as Mike fought for a comeback victory in game six, forcing the determining game seven.

      “The one in rough shape over there belongs to the caretaker and his wife, Stephanie, and that large behemoth that looks like a traveling house? I don’t know who’s in there; they didn’t answer when I knocked, and neither did the one next to it.”

      By the time the seventh game got underway, Tracy, Linda, Errin, and Paul were all inside the cabin talking animatedly.

      “Fuck, I thought they’d never leave.”

      “The Ginsons or our wives?”

      “Sure,” Mike answered.

      “Brave when no one is around to hear you.”

      “I may do stupid things, but I’m not stupid,” Mike told him.

      “Says you.”

      The seventh game was close; midway through, there was no clear leader. Mike was about to roll the dice when Trip yelled over.

      “Hey there!” He was running spasmodically, nearly in a side-to-side gait, but he was moving fast, faster than he should have been able to, given his strange means of locomotion.

      “What’s he doing?” Mike had turned to watch.

      “I don’t know, but he’s coming over.”

      “I don’t think he’s going to stop.”

      “Of course he is,” BT said, but he didn’t seem so sure.

      Mike half stood, getting ready to move out of the way. “Shit!” Mike dove as Trip jumped over the bench seat he'd been sitting on. Trip's trailing foot caught the edge of the backgammon case and sent it spinning wildly away. BT was able to grab the man in midair before he collided with the ground.

      “What the hell, Trip? I was winning,” Mike said as he dusted off.

      “Like hell you were,” BT said as he put the man down. “Now, what’s so important that you interrupted my victory?”

      “What day is it?” Trip asked.

      “Fried-day. Something I would think you’d be all too familiar with,” Mike told him as he began to pick up all the counters.

      “Oh, thank goodness. We have one more day," Trip said as he turned and walked away.

      “Draw?” Mike offered.

      “Sure, as long as you get the first round.”
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      “Bonfire?” Mike asked, pointing to the empty parking lot not too far from the front of their cabin.

      “We’ll need to ring it with something.” BT and Mike were sitting in their camping chairs, enjoying their burgeoning buzzes.

      “There was a stack of cinderblocks next to the office.”

      “Is this going to be one of those moments we look back on tomorrow and wish we hadn’t done?”

      “It’s a fire,” Mike said. “What could go wrong?”

      BT grunted.

      “Yo, neighbor!” Mike had gone over to Paul and Errin’s cabin.

      “You ready for that game?” Paul asked.

      “Umm, we’re going to build a fire pit; gonna need wood.”

      “I don’t think open fires are permitted on the campgrounds.”

      “Whose going to stop us? That Trip guy?” Mike rethought his stance when his words sounded more like serious anti-authority as opposed to just wanting to have some fun. “Plus, there’s no one here.”

      “Errin, I’m going to go hang out with my friends!” Paul smiled as he stepped out and pulled the door closed. “Oh wait, almost forgot.” He ran back inside and put on his front-facing fanny pack.

      Friends? Mike thought. I’ve had burritos I’ve known longer.

      A half-hour later, they had a fire pit some three cinder blocks high and four across built. Paul, to his credit, had gathered enough wood to easily get them through the night.

      “Should we get our wives?” Paul asked as they began to put some wood in the pit. Mike and BT stopped what they were doing to look over at him. “Did I say something wrong?” he asked.

      “How long have you been married?” Mike asked.

      “Little over a year," he answered.

      “Aw, that’s cute,” BT said.

      “You don’t ask your wife anything that she has veto power on,” Mike said as he lit some tinder on fire.

      “Which is basically everything,” BT added.

      “But we tell each other everything.”

      “He really is cute, isn’t he?” Mike asked BT.

      “Like a baby rabbit in the forest, cute.” BT lightly cuffed Paul’s chin. “I just want to take him home and squeeze him.”

      “Now you’re just getting weird,” Mike said as he stood back up. The tinder had caught, and the small dry branches followed suit.

      “Mike, what are you doing?” Tracy was at the doorway, a glass of wine in her hand.

      “Watch and learn, grasshopper,” Mike told Paul. “There’s a chill in the air hon, I thought you might enjoy a little campfire.”

      She stood there a moment longer, an internal monologue happening, then she pulled her open sweater together.

      “Got her,” Mike whispered from the side of his mouth.

      “Damn, you’re good.” Paul pulled out a small notepad from his fanny pack and wrote something down. Mike and BT clinked the tops of their beer bottles together.

      Within a half an hour, the small campfire designed to keep the chill at bay was some fifteen feet high, and anyone closer than twenty feet was sweating profusely. The college kids, having seen it, were immediately drawn, unprompted. They brought two coolers of beer and a bottle of Fireball that they were all too willing to share.

      “You guys are so cool for old people,” Max Chilton, he of the dreadlock hair and scratchy mustache, said as he received back the bottle of Fireball.

      “I think you need to work on your compliments, but thanks,” Mike told him as he took a sip of his beer to wash away the harshness of the alcohol.

      They learned that there were eight college kids, all from Arizona State University, on extended Sabbatical. Only six were present at the bonfire; according to Max, Lila and Jacob were busy bumping uglies.

      “At least someone is,” BT ribbed Mike.

      “Laugh it up, funny guy, but just know I have absolutely no boundaries and will gladly open your bedroom door while Linda is doing some unspeakable act to your backside.”

      “I knew I should have sprung for a second cabin.”

      Max went on to introduce Blaire, Porjie, Diaz, Trish, and Chaz, though he hadn’t pointed to any of them, just rattled off names like it was a multiple-choice exam. Blaire was a tall redhead, her hair pulled back to show the line of studs that dotted both ears. Mike had quipped something about going through a metal detector; Blaire did not find it funny. Porjie’s clothes were so loose-fitting, and the hoodie pulled so tight around their face that it was impossible to tell their sex, and Mike figured that was the way they wanted it. Diaz was the "hold my beer" individual of the group, and Mike was sure the kid could be mentored-up. In fact, if Tracy hadn’t been next to him, he would have gladly taken the kid up on a fair number of dares and dished out progressively more challenging ones. Trish was blonde and the unspoken leader of the group, though Max wrongly believed that he was. Chaz hadn’t said more than two words, and his gaze never traveled far from Trish. Mike felt bad for the kid; unrequited love was a bitch. As the impromptu party began to roll, Mike caught a glimpse of a very frantic looking woman quickly breaking down her tent and strapping her child into her beat-up VW. He figured she was worried about the riots that were sure to follow the festivities. From the RVs, only one person showed up—a Mrs. Bennilli—a short, low centered, older Italian woman from the Bronx. She’d come to yell at them for being too loud, though she’d brought a bottle of Sambuca to sip on as she did so. Once she was done saying her piece, she stayed.

      “What is it with any Italian woman over the age of sixty and wearing all black?” Mike asked BT.

      “Ask her,” BT said.

      “Hell no. I bet she has a rolling pin hidden in that thing somewhere. She’ll pull it out like a mugger does a knife.”

      “Tracy, your husband has issues.”

      “Don’t I know it,” she sighed.

      “Fine. I’m going to ask her.” Mike stepped away took another swig of his liquid courage. “Hello Mrs. Bennilli, I have a question.”

      “I’m married.”

      “Umm, what?”

      “I’ve seen you looking over at me. I don’t want you to get any dirty thoughts in that greasy head of yours. Just thinking those things is a sin in God’s eyes.”

      “I, um, what?” Mike tilted his head.

      “I knew this dress was too short; you can see most of my ankle.”

      Mike thought about pointing out that you really couldn’t, thanks to the thick black stockings she was wearing.

      “You’re moderately decent looking, not my type, though. Now that I have repelled your advances, you should leave me alone and ignore the temptation I offer. If you’re Catholic, and not one of those heathen religions, like Protestant, you should go back to your cabin and ask the holy Mother to forgive you and give you strength.”

      “I, um, what?” Mike walked away, confused.

      “Stupido,” she said as she performed the Holy Trinity upon her chest.

      “What’d she say?” BT asked.

      “That it could never work out between us,” Mike told him as he scratched his head.

      “I hope no one tells management about this.” Trip had walked up next to Tracy. He was smoking a joint. “I don’t think they let the guests have fires in the parking lot.”

      “Aren’t you the management?” Tracy asked.

      Mike shook his head at her and mouthed no.

      “Me? Would you put me in charge?” He took a large drag, burning nearly half of the stick. “That’s funny,” he said on his exhalation.

      “What a weird night,” Mike commented as he looked around at the eclectic group having fun, laughing, smiling. The dour-looking Mrs. Bennilli was finally relaxed and almost smiling as she was in the midst of the reverie.

      “Strange,” Mike said to no one but himself. “About the only thing we all have in common is the fire and the alcohol.”

      “You say something?” Tracy leaned in.

      “I think I might have discovered the recipe for world peace.” Before he could clarify, Max shouted across the fire, pointing at Trip.

      “Hey, I know you!”

      “Me?” Trip pointed at his chest and looked around. “I think you have me confused with her.” He grabbed Tracy’s shoulder.

      “Yeah, the similarity is uncanny,” Mike replied. “I almost brought you back to my bunkbed.”

      “Bunkbed?” Trip looked at him. “What are you, seven?”

      BT sprayed beer out of his mouth.

      “You!” Max had circled around and was looking on his phone. “You’re him!” He was pointing at his phone, Trip was looking anywhere but.

      Mike had to look, figuring it was some quirky news story about a man that lived among the squirrels in Detroit. He’d not at all been expecting to see Trip’s mug plastered on the cover of Forbes.

      John "Tripper" Stephenson was worth billions in the tech industry, according to the magazine, anyway.

      “Twin or a doppelgänger?” Mike blurted out.

      “What are you talking about?” Tracy asked.

      Mike pulled the phone out of Max’s hand and handed it to his wife.

      “Yeah, sure, you can take my phone," he said. “This guy’s a legend!” Max had wrapped an arm around Trip’s shoulders. The stoner looked wholly uncomfortable in the embrace. Mike watched as the man grabbed a small device from his pocket, pulled it free, and pressed a button. Almost instantaneously, the door to his rickety RV opened up, and a woman better suited to Norse legend stepped out.

      “Fuck me. BT, she looks like she came from your family tree.” Mike had to shoulder his friend, who was chatting it up with Porjie, who was actually pretty funny, once they relaxed.

      “What, man? Can’t you see I’m having fun without you? Oh…that's the problem, isn't it?” BT turned back to Porjie. “He gets jealous when I’m not focused on him.”

      “What? No. I wanted you to look at Trip’s wife.”

      “Does Thor have a sister?” he asked when he finally looked up.

      “Two, I think....there's Freya, and an older one, Hela Odinsdottir, but she’s his half-sister and the ruler of Hell. She looks nothing like that,” Mike replied.

      “How do you know that?”

      “Hello, honey,” Stephanie said as she came over, deftly moving Max away from her husband. She towered over everyone except for BT; they stood nearly eye to eye.

      “Does he let you carry his hammer?” Mike asked.

      “What my socially awkward friend is trying to say is, it’s nice to meet you.” BT extended his hand. She looked down at the offered appendage and then back to her husband.

      “Charmed,” she told him. The smile was nearly as sincere as the one sharks give before attacking.

      “Proves she’s of Nordic descent,” Mike said. “They’re pretty icy. Or if he’s that loaded, maybe she’s an android.”

      “Are you ready to go home, dear?” She looked down on him and wrapped him with her arms, protectively, like a mother will her child after a bullying schoolyard encounter.

      “Maybe that’s a good idea," he answered. Stephanie gave Mike the stink eye over Trip’s shoulder as she led him away.

      “Are you sure that’s the same guy?” Mike asked Max.

      “Yeah, he’s supposedly very eccentric.”

      “Me too!” Mike exclaimed.

      “Only rich people get to be eccentric, Mike; you’re just crazy,” BT told him.

      “Eccentric is one thing, but he’s driving an RV from the Stone Age and working the counter at a tucked-away campsite. No billionaire is that eccentric,” Mike replied.

      “Look.” Max had flipped the pages until he came across the article. Trip was sitting in a plush purple chair, wearing a green velvet dinner jacket and holding a tobacco pipe Mike was positive did not have tobacco in it. Standing behind him in all her icy beauty was Stephanie, her hands upon his shoulders. “That’s Stephanie Bridgeport, creator of the Bridgeport make-up line. She might be worth more than he is.”

      “People are weird.” Mike grabbed another beer and, a few moments later, had moved on.
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      Mike was lying in his bed when his stomach began to churn. “Partied way too hard.” He opened his red, irritated eyes; he couldn’t focus on anything as the whole world seemed to be moving.

      “Up, everyone up!” BT was shouting. BT had opened the bedroom door, picked Tracy up out of her bed, and was heading outside. “Come on, Mike, earthquake!”

      “So, not my stomach?” he asked as he kept one hand against the wall to steady himself as best he could. When he got outside, the shaking was somehow worse. “I think I’m going to be sick.”

      Trip was the only one not looking like he was inside a paint shaker as he matched the vibrations of the earth perfectly, lighting a bone as he did so.

      “The ground!” someone shouted; it could have been Porjie.

      By this time, Mike was on all fours doing his best to weather the storm both externally and internally. He swung his head up to see what just yesterday had been a beautiful snow-covered peak now shaking off its winter coat like a wet dog will pond water.

      “That a fucking avalanche?” he asked. “Earthquakes and avalanches? I’m not so keen on camping right now.” He was looking across the bay at a mountain aptly named Devil’s Desk, which was opening up all its drawers and letting everything nasty fall out.

      “It’ll be all right,” BT told him.

      “The bay is receding!” Porjie warned.

      Mike had seen enough disaster videos on YouTube to know they needed to either drive as fast and as far as they could or find some high ground where they could at least escape the inevitable flood waters. At the moment, he couldn’t even imagine getting to BT’s vehicle, much less being able to drive it away. The SUV was rocking violently back and forth and looked very much in danger of toppling over. Mike got onto his knees to watch the sheet of snow and ice rip down the side of the mountain. When it slammed into the water, it formed an enormous wave. He was finally able to stand as Tracy made her way to him. They clasped hands; all they could do was stare as the white wall raced down the valley and across the water.

      “The moment I saw you, I loved you with all my heart,” he told her.

      She squeezed his hand tighter. They were both thinking about their children. Though they were older (their youngest, at seventeen, wasn’t quite an adult), they were all going to be orphans now.

      “It’s not going to hit us!” Porjie shouted out in glee. “It’s not going to make it!”

      Mike didn’t know what they could see that he didn’t, but he was going to hold on to that unsubstantiated conclusion with all his might. Thunderous screeching and roaring sounds came from behind and to the side of them; Mike could only figure it was dinosaurs clawing their way up through the enormous fissures opening, uncovering their hidden world beneath the earth's mantle. It made about as much sense as the rest of what was going on.

      Five minutes, but seemingly two hours later, the worst of the shaking had stopped. The destructive wall of water had landed on another shore. Nothing remained of the few boats unfortunate enough to have been trapped out there. The earthquake and the subsequent murderous avalanche had missed them, but the air was thick with smoke and ash from numerous devastating fires.

      “Never seen anything like that. Air's pretty thick,” BT mumbled, fixing his shirt up over his mouth and nose.

      “Yeah, we got other problems,” Mike said, looking to where he’d heard the awful sounds only moments before. Route 1, the road they’d taken in—and the only road—was gone for as far as the eye could see.

      “What the fuck?” BT said as he spun. “Everything around us is completely destroyed. Downtown Homer looks like it’s gone, washed away. How? How did we make it?”

      “Ancient Indian burial ground?” Mike asked in all seriousness.

      “Is everyone all right?” Linda asked. Of the entire group, she looked as if she’d just stepped out of the salon.

      There were nods all around, a couple of bumped heads and skinned knees, but most of those could have happened the previous evening.

      “Look!” Diaz was pointing to the bay; the water was turning a blood-red color.

      “Not quite like the snow from back home,” Mike said as he looked up at the black precipitation.

      “We should go inside,” BT said.

      “Should we get out of here?” Max asked his group.

      Trish took it from there. “Okay, guys, let’s pack up and get going.”

      From the window, Mike watched the college kids pack up their gear and don their backpacks. “What are they doing? BT, it looks like those kids are walking out.”

      BT was up and out the door. “Max, Trish," he called out. “Are you guys hiking out of here?”

      “It’s how we came in,” Max offered.

      “The highway is gone, and the nearest town, Anchor Point, might be as well. There’s nowhere to go. The earthquake saw to that. Right now, the best thing we can do is stick together.”

      Trish looked over at him defiantly. “We came in overland, we’ll go out that way.”

      Mike came out and walked over to the group. “A tsunami just hit, and we had some serious seismic activity; there’s no telling what’s happened to the landscape.”

      “We’re obviously going to skirt problems.” Trish looked surly. Mike didn’t understand; they’d all seemed so amiable the night before. Maybe the liquor had pried away the hardened shell she wore, and the events of the day had re-adhered it. Stress tended to bring out the worst in people.

      “Are you sure you don’t want to wait it out in one of the cabins?” Linda offered. “I’m sure Trip won’t mind.”

      “And do what, wait for the government to come and help?” Trish spread her hands. “Look around, man, this place is about as remote as you can get. It’ll be weeks, probably months before any rescue attempt can be launched. Look at how bad they fucked up Katrina.”

      Mike initially thought that the hurricane had been on a much grander scale than this disaster, but as he looked over the area, he wasn’t quite so sure of that. Dozens, maybe hundreds of fires raged off in the distance indicating the nearer towns had suffered insurmountable damage, and aftershocks were still shaking the ground and creating new rifts within the crust. Yeah, they were good and right fucked.

      “I’m not sitting here eating snack food from a vending machine until they come and get us, which will probably be," she looked at her bare wrist, "oh yeah. Never.” She motioned for the group to follow. Max and Porjie waved, the rest just followed in Trish’s footsteps.

      “Just wait five minutes, we’ll get some information from the radio,” BT offered.

      “Sounds like a good idea.” Max breathed a sigh of relief. Sitting tight and getting more facts in this particular instance was the smart move.

      Trish’s jaw clenched and unclenched, she did not like having her plans interrupted or the authority she imposed upon the small group questioned. “Fine," she blurted out, sounding petulant.

      Mike was with Tracy, surveying the general area. As a weekend survivalist, he was taking stock of the supplies available to them, food, shelter, water, weapons, and besides shelter, they were lacking in all the necessities.

      “I always thought it would be zombies,” Mike told his wife in regard to the clearly apocalyptic state they found themselves in.

      “I think I’d rather have zombies,” Tracy replied as they gazed out at the landscape now in shambles.

      “You think we could appease the gods if we sacrificed BT?”

      “Are you going to be the one to sneak up and club him on the head?”

      “I was hoping he’d do so voluntarily. Maybe we should ask him.” As they walked back to the SUV, Mike thought it was a trick of the dreary day casting light into the vehicle, but BT looked as pale as the ash swirling around them. When his friend got out of the car, his eyes were wet, and tears cut channels through the soot on his face.

      “Hon?” Linda asked, going over to his side.

      “It…it was the big one," he stuttered. “Millions dead, more missing. San Francisco is all gone with half the West Coast; Los Angeles is a burning pile of rubble. 8.4 magnitude, aftershocks are still going. Most of the Aleutians are underwater.” He had to lean against the car to keep himself propped up.

      “Fuck,” Mike said softly. The news was horrible, entirely too surreal; he wasn’t even sure he could process it fully. When he took that information in and localized it to their problems, it magnified the lack of supplies they had. Water was going to be their biggest issue. The bay had flooded a large area around them, and any body of fresh water it had come into contact with was contaminated and toxic.

      “Let’s go!” Trish barked.

      “Did you not hear me?” BT asked.

      “All that does is confirm that we need to leave. If I thought waiting on the government to come to our rescue before was going to take forever, this means they’re really never going to show. All of their resources will be diverted to California. When do you think they’re going to show up at a Homer KOA?”

      “She might have a point,” Mike said.

      She looked over at him as if to say, No shit, and I don’t need a man to confirm it.

      “Where are you going?” Mike asked.

      “Happy Valley or further up to Ninilchik. If it suffered the same fate as what looked like happened to Anchor Point...” was all she offered.

      “Could you be a little more specific to someone who isn’t from around here?” he asked.

      “I could.” She turned and walked away.

      Max shrugged his shoulder. “It’s a little over fourteen miles away, northwest of here. Seriously though, the terrain is pretty rugged.” He was not-so-subtly implying he did not think anyone else but them could make it out. “We’ll send help if there’s any to send.” He gave an apologetic grin and a wave.

      Porjie pulled the drawstrings of the hoodie tighter, hiding even more of their face. The rest followed Trish quietly, not saying anything as they left.

      “Good riddance. Less mouths to feed,” Mrs. Bennilli startled Mike, having come up on him without him noticing.

      “Does anyone have cell service?” Mike had his phone in his upraised hand, the universal gesture for lack of signal, as if the added few feet would somehow miraculously find a sweet cell spot.

      “Nothing," came the consensus from those gathered nearby.

      “How the hell are we going to let the kids know we’re all right?” Mike asked.

      Tracy leaned into Mike, as much for reassurance for him as for her.

      “Where are Paul and Errin?” she asked after a while.

      “They went hiking earlier this morning. I saw them while I was doing my yoga,” Stephanie said. She was still wearing her leopard print leotard.

      Trip had stepped out of his RV in off-white, full-body long johns. He scratched his scrotum and stretched. “Whoa, are we having another party? It seems a little early, but I’m not judging.” He went back into the RV, grabbed his bowl, and came back out. “Anyone want a hit?” he asked after taking one himself. “Looks like someone already did.” He was swatting at the large flakes of ash drifting down.

      “Do you know where they went?” BT asked Stephanie. “Did they log it in at the front desk?”

      “Would they think to do that?” Mike asked. “I didn’t get the impression they understood how remote this place is. Just because there’s a town nearby doesn’t mean you can’t get turned around.”

      “They could have got stuck on the other side of the divide.” Tracy pointed to the huge, newly formed waterway. Everyone was thinking it though none voiced the thought, that it was just as likely that their battered and broken bodies were floating in the flotsam.

      “If they made it to the other side, then they’re in better shape than we are,” Mike said.

      “Meaning?” BT asked.

      “That if help isn’t coming and we need to hunker down for a bit, we’re going to need fresh water.”

      “There’s water in the office,” Stephanie said. “A supply closet full, to be exact. It’s a big moneymaker for the campground during the summer.”

      “If we have to, couldn’t we hike out like the kids just did?” Tracy asked.

      “Probably should anyway. Who knows how long it could take anyone to get here,” Mike told her. “This is a disaster, and we’re stuck out in the boonies, cut off from civilization just like the start of most horror novels. But that doesn’t necessarily mean there are no houses out there, resources we could use, and I’m sure there’s more further out in the area.”

      “What about just driving to the town they talked about?” BT asked.

      Stephanie shook her head. “Wouldn’t make it. There’s no trail, and it’s full of ravines. Far too steep for anything we have here.”

      “Should have brought my helicopter,” Trip said.

      “Too much ash, dear,” Stephanie told him.

      Linda said, “I think it might be for the best if we stay indoors for a bit, stay out of the worst of this, and then make a hike to the next town.” There were no dissenting votes.

      “Should we see how the person in the last RV is?” Tracy asked. They all turned to the RV. That no one had come out the previous evening was strange but not alarming. People came to Alaska to get away from people, so not wanting to join a party wasn’t unheard of. But after what had happened so far today, it seemed only natural that the person or persons in there would want to seek out solace and comfort from a group, whether they knew them or not. They should have at least popped their heads out to see what in the world had happened.

      “Trip, do you know?” Mike asked.

      “Was here before I started.” He shrugged. “I was told they were long-term customers and had paid in advance.”

      “Male, female, family?” BT asked.

      “Two men, one woman. I suppose," Stephanie said, "according to the names. Stacy, Tim, and Charles.”

      “Stacy could go either way, but odds are yeah,” Mike said. “I’ll go knock.”

      “I’ll come with you.”

      “Why?” Mike asked.

      “We’ve had massive earthquake, flooding and are almost surrounded by wild fires, that no one came out is suspicious. Aren’t you concerned?” BT asked.

      “I wasn’t until you said something,” Mike told him. He opened the screen and struck the aluminum door solidly three times. “Hey in there. My name is Mike Talbot. Just wanted to make sure everyone is okay in there!”

      “He’s not law enforcement!” Trip shouted. “Right? I mean, I never asked.”

      “I’m not. He is, though.” Mike pointed to BT.

      “No way, man. I have an ounce of shrooms, fifteen grams of weed, seven Xanax, twelve Mollys, six or seven ludes, and maybe some peyote, but my coffee tasted funny this morning and colors are really vivid plus I keep hallucinating that the mountain is volcanoing, so there’s a good chance I ate that. Is he going to bust me?”

      “You’re out of his jurisdiction, I’m sure you’ll be fine,” Mike told him.

      “Well, in that case.” Trip pulled out a handful of pills and rifled through them before settling on a couple that he dry swallowed.

      Mike shook his head. “No answer. Should I check and see if it’s unlocked?”

      “Yeah, we have to know if anyone is injured,” BT said.

      Mike turned the handle; it didn’t yield. “Now what?”

      “Knock on it again,” BT told him.

      “Yeah, because there’s no way they didn’t hear my knocking in this behemoth mansion, or maybe they’re super old, and it’s just taking that long to get to the door.”

      BT shouldered Mike and banged on the door, hard enough that it was rattling in its frame. Mike turned away quickly.

      “Fuck, did you catch a whiff of that?”

      “I did.” BT reached for a weapon he wasn’t carrying. “Something’s dead in there.”

      “Or someone,” Mike said. “And by the stink, it’s been that way for a while.”

      BT was getting ready to shoulder the door open.

      “That’s a crime scene, and you’re not in the right state.”

      “They might need help,” BT countered with.

      “Come on, man, who’s ever in there is long past needing help.”

      “So just leave them there then?” BT asked.

      “What’s the alternative? Can’t bury it. When we get out of here, we tell the cops where the person...err...people is.”

      “I know you’re right; fundamentally, I know you’re right.”

      “Going in anyway then?”

      “Have to.”

      Mike backed up to avoid the majority of the stench that was bound to come pouring out. He’d been on a rescue mission once in Afghanistan. An American Naval officer had been abducted and was being held for ransom high up in the mountains. Negotiations had broken down or had been a stalling tactic from the beginning. By the time Mike’s unit stormed the remote village in a bid to save the man, there was no one there except the beaten, tortured, and dead body of the ensign. Mike still had nightmares about coming upon that body, and in a weird twist of fate, the smell somehow accompanied it. He had no desire to freshen the memory.

      BT broke the door in and yelled out again; there was no response.

      “Do you think ghosts scream?” Trip asked. “I mean, they’re always moaning. If they’re in pain, it makes sense that there’d be some occasional screaming.”

      “Ah, sure,” Mike said, taking a glance at Trip but focusing on the door in case his friend needed help.

      BT came out a moment later. He looked about as good as he had when he’d found out that California and Alaska, as States, were precariously hanging on.

      “Murder,” BT said.

      “You sure?” Mike asked.

      “Well, unless someone fell on a knife a dozen times, tried to decapitate themselves, and then for the grand finale stuck it in their eyeball, yeah, I’m gonna go out on a limb and stick with my initial assessment.”

      “Just the one body?” Mike asked.

      BT nodded. “I checked out the rest of the RV.”

      “Safe to say that the other two who checked in would be prime suspects, considering no one bothered to report the crime,” Mike said. “How long?”

      “Three or four days.”

      “I caught a whiff; that smelled like a lot longer.”

      “He was disemboweled, along with the eyeball gouging and attempted head removal.”

      “Perfect. Now we have a murderer or murderers in the vicinity, and particularly violent ones.”

      “Statistically, the average person walks past thirty-six murderers in their lifetime,” Trip stated.

      “And that helps us how?” Mike asked.

      “Just saying, at any given time, you could be amid a murderer.”

      “Yeah, but it’s different when you aren’t actively thinking about it.”

      “Why? They’re still there whether you think they are or not. Just like unicorns.”

      “Trip, could you go and find out when this was parked?”

      “Yep.” Trip didn’t move.

      “I was talking about now,” BT told him.

      Trip sighed heavily and walked towards the office.

      “Now what?” Mike asked.

      “I wish I’d brought a weapon.”

      “About that.” Mike looked away.

      “What about that, Mike?”

      “I may have brought a couple.”

      “A couple of what?” BT was getting angry. “If you say firearms, we’re going to have a problem, because transporting firearms over state lines without reciprocity laws is illegal, and I can guarantee you that happened. Then we boarded a ship that looks for contraband. Do you have any concept of how fucking dangerous that was? Why would you do that? What would possess you to bring a gun on vacation?”

      “Are you looking around right now?”

      “You couldn’t have possibly known this was going to happen!”

      “No shit, man, but I decided to stay prepared. You know the old idiom, better to be packing a giant gun for absolutely no reason than to need something to shoot someone in the face with and not have it.”

      “I don’t think it goes like that.”

      “You want one or not?”

      BT sighed. “Did you bring the chrome .357?”

      “That and my .380 Beretta.”

      “I want the .357.”

      Mike was back in under a minute. “Got you a shoulder holster too. Probably going to have to adjust it.”

      “Should I get my gun too?” Trip asked when he came back.

      “You have a gun?” Mike asked.

      “I’m a concealed carry instructor.” Before Mike could call him on it, Trip produced his laminated instructor card.

      “Ya know, even with all this other shit going on right now, that’s competing for the strangest.” Mike handed it back.

      Trip left and came back a few minutes later. He was walking stiff-legged, the outline of a rifle barrel showed in his pants, and a buttstock was clearly defined on his shirt. “Concealed carry,” Trip said triumphantly.

      “The RV,” BT said.

      “What about it?” Trip was adjusting the very uncomfortable looking firearm. “Right, right,” he said when he saw BT looking at him. “Been here a week. They paid for two weeks in advance.”

      “The other two have to be long gone, right?” Mike asked hopefully. The natural disasters were bad enough; having killers lurking nearby exasperated the problems they faced.

      “About that, if they have an 'uh-oh' moment they’re going to come back,” Trip said, pulling out three sheets of copier paper.

      “Shit,” Mike said as he looked at the crystal clear copies made of their drivers' licenses. “How stupid do you have to be to give your id, then commit a murder?”

      “Here’s a fact for you, Mike, most criminals are idiots, that’s why they resort to crime,” BT said as he took the paper from Trip. “Well, our victim was Charles, which means Tim and Stacy are our suspects. And Stacy is indeed a female.” He showed the pictures to Mike.

      “Damn, he’s a big bastard! 6’7”, two hundred and seventy pounds. You think this Stacy woman is complicit or another victim?” Mike asked.

      “Hard to say. If she’s in trouble, this Tim character has a few days lead, and we’re not in much of a position to help. But if he figured out he left vital evidence behind, he might come back to clean it up.”

      “Yeah, but he can’t get here, right?” Mike asked as they all looked to the area where Trish and her group had gone.

      “They could be heading right into the buzzsaw,” BT said. “We need to warn them.”

      “I’m not usually the voice of reason, you of all people should know that, but there are still most likely houses around us unaffected by all of this. If this Tim guy isn’t halfway across the state by now, there’s a chance he could be holed up nearby. We leave to catch up to Trish, we could be leaving people unprotected.” As if to accentuate his point, the ground trembled with a heavy-handed aftershock. A large swath of land precariously perched to their right slid down into a newly formed abyss, along with a few cabins that Mike hoped contained their threat. “They might be better off out there.”

      “You can stop trying to sell the point; I agree with you. Whatever we do, we’re going to have to leave soon. If the ground keeps giving way like it is, this whole place could go, or we get flooded. We’ll stick to the original plan. For now, we’ll leave when the ash subsides, or if we’re forced.”
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      The atmosphere within the cabin was tense. BT had explained what he’d seen in the RV and that they needed to be careful. No one was to go out alone. Mike wanted to add that, after looking at the crazy-eyed picture of Tim, any group under four should be banned. Fires and the resultant explosions, plus the crack of more triggered avalanches off in the distance, were the only things to break up the ensuing silence. It was getting dark preternaturally early due to the sky being clogged with ash, and the earth still shook with some regularity. Each time, Mike would jump up from his chair and get ready for the evacuation.

      “Should we set up guard duty?” he asked once the cabin walls stopped moving.

      “I don’t want to fuel paranoia, but that might not be a bad idea. With the electricity out, this place is going to be as dark as prehistoric times.” BT was looking through the window up at the darkening sky. “We won’t be able to see anything out there. The best thing will be to stay away from the windows and listen for anything out of the ordinary.”

      “Yeah, that shouldn’t be too terrifying,” Mike responded morosely. “You want the first half or the second?”

      “I’d like to get a few hours of sleep before the reality of what I witnessed today has a chance to set in and haunt my dreams.”

      “I’d imagine it would take thoughts that long to work their way through that enormous body of yours. Do they get trapped in the muscles? Like, if I was to punch you in the arm, would it dislodge a stuck one so all of a sudden you would remember your sweet Aunt Mabel’s cornbread?”

      “She did have the best cornbread.”

      “Yeah, she did. I knew we were going to be friends that day I came to your barbecue and there was a plate of that.”

      “And I thought we weren’t when I had to stop you from walking off with the whole batch.”

      “You blame me?”

      “Not at all.” BT smiled. “Okay, I’m going to get some shuteye. If you start falling asleep, come and get me, okay?”

      Mike stretched and yawned. “You got it.”

      “Comforting.”

      “Want me to stay with you?” Tracy asked.

      “Naw, try and get some sleep. We’re all going to need some rest, especially if we’re going to try and hike out of here.”

      “Do you think it’s going to come to that?”

      “I honestly don’t know. We’re pretty far off the beaten path. I hate to say isolated, but with that road out…. As much as I want to leave, I’m not thrilled with the prospect of hoofing it through the Alaskan wilderness. I’d like to think some emergency services will come, but it’s never good to completely rely on others to save your ass. I’ve learned that lesson. The government and all that implies is going to have a hell of a time righting this ship, and coming to look for small groups in remote places is going to be far down their list of priorities. Where the hell am I going with this?”

      Tracy kissed Mike’s forehead and went back to their room.
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      “Wow, I forgot how fun guard duty is,” Mike mumbled as he sat in the chair. “Never got to sit before, so that’s something.” His undiagnosed case of attention deficit disorder wasn’t a crippling condition, but sitting and doing nothing was not in his particular set of skills. He fidgeted about for the first hour, thought about lighting one of the emergency candles and reading a few back issues of People Magazine that were stored in the bathroom, but that was before he pondered how many literally shitty hands had handled them over the years. Tomorrow he was going to add to the ash clouds and burn them, making sure to stay as far away from the fecal matter coated pages as he could.

      When he finally relented and stayed still, he realized just how quiet it was; there hadn’t been an aftershock in over an hour. Having grown up in the city, he was surprised that he’d not heard one siren. Whatever emergency services this area offered, they had either moved on or had been wiped out. Or, just as likely, the police and firefighters were dealing with their own issues. With countless millions in trouble, the thousands would have to wait. Triage on a grand scale. Little solace to those that might be trapped under a pile of rubble. Even the bugs were silent or gone. Mike filed that under bad news. If they knew enough to get away or stay quiet, it couldn’t bode well for people. Every so often the silence was so deafening, Mike would grunt or click his tongue to make sure his hearing was working properly.

      Four hours, twenty-seven large yawns, and eight head bobs later, Mike was on the verge of waking BT to get relieved. His system had rapidly been heading toward shutting down when a sound outside caught his full attention. It was subtle but unmistakable: the stepping of a boot on gravel, the slight grinding sound of rock on rock from a pivoting body. Mike clenched the arms of the chair. His heart, which had been close to resting mode, had ramped up as an infusion of adrenaline pumped through. He was careful to keep his hand off the pistol by his side. Just because it could be the murderous Tim didn’t necessarily mean it was. There was a better chance it was the stoner Trip going through the garbage looking for discarded candy. He stood slowly, wincing at the pain as his knees protested the movement. His muscles were stiff; if he had to spring into action right now, it was more likely he’d fall over from the effort.

      Mike slowly and cautiously moved to the side of the window, hoping he’d be able to see something in the inky blackness. He knew enough not to press his face up against the glass because that was sure to be the time that whatever was on the other side would squash its grotesque, distorted figure up against the other side, and Mike wasn’t sure just how much juice he could force through his ticker before it protested the abuse. He needn’t have worried. He spun as the door handle to the cabin began to creak; someone was trying to open the door. Mike’s hand immediately went down to his holster. He pulled the pistol and thumbed the safety off. Inside, outside, he still couldn’t see shit, and he was hesitant to shoot anything he couldn’t see. A safety feature his father had drilled into him from the first time he’d picked up a gun, and then the Marine Corps had reiterated.

      If it was Tim, he didn’t want to give the murderous bastard warning that he was about to get shot, but he also didn’t want to put one in Mrs. Bennilli if she was coming to borrow some sugar. Well, that doesn’t make much sense now, does it, Mike. He berated his thought process. She’s more likely to have sugar in her RV than vacationers in a rental cabin are. The nob twisted more; Mike was acutely aware of the mechanism within the lock beginning to move. Did I not lock the fucking thing? Are you kidding me? Security 101, Talbot! All of the shouting was done securely within his mind. A soft glow outlined the door in its entirety as it was slowly pushed open. Mike was confident that the next thing he would see would be the glint of a red-stained blade.

      He sensed movement off to his left, inside the cabin. What had dangerously been building up could have turned tragic, and BT must have known that on some level. “Freeze!” he shouted. Mike was so stunned he nearly followed the command. The door swung the rest of the way open. The light from the phone inside the outstretched hand illuminated Paul’s bloodied, battered, and bruised face. Tears had dug channels through the grime.

      “Paul?” BT asked. The man stumbled the rest of the way in. Mike quickly holstered his gun and rushed over to keep him from completely falling over. He helped Paul over to the couch; BT went to the door and looked for Errin. Linda came out with a candle and had lit two more by the time Mike got Paul situated.

      “Holy shit,” Mike said when he could see more of Paul. The man looked as if he’d been in a fight with a blender and had lost. His shirt was shredded, and his pants had rips throughout the entirety of them. Blood had poured from the dozens of wounds and solidified. Linda immediately went into nurse mode, going back to her room and grabbing her bag.

      “I’m going to cut his clothes off; you’re going to have to help me reposition him. Okay?” she asked.

      “I’m with you,” Mike responded. He’d been through enough combat injury evacs to know the basics. He wished it was knowledge he’d never had to become familiar with, but if wishes were candies and nuts and all that horseshit.

      “A lot of blood,” Linda said, “but most of these wounds look superficial. Some are going to need stitches.”

      Without leaving the doorframe, BT asked her if she knew what happened.

      “Wasn’t a knife attack, if that’s what you’re asking. The skin is ripped, not sliced; looks more like an animal. Not a big cat, though. Mike, roll him away. I should be able to pull his clothes free now.”

      Tracy had heard the commotion and was in the den with the rest of them. “Is that Paul?” she said, confirming the answer herself as she got closer. “Errin?” she asked. BT had closed and latched the door.

      “Don’t know," he told her.

      Paul’s breathing was labored; each ragged breath seemed to cause him a great deal of pain.

      “I think he’s got a few broken ribs. We’re going to have to be careful and make sure he hasn’t or won’t nick a lung. If that happens, there’s a good chance he could drown in his own blood.”

      “Sucking chest wound,” Mike said from seven thousand five hundred miles west of Alaska.

      “That would have to do more with trauma being introduced from outside; this is internal, but basically the same end result,” Linda said. Mike didn’t hear her words as he remembered Private Daniels bleeding out in his arms from the two 7.62*39 rounds he’d taken to the chest.

      “Mike!” Linda had to shout. “I need the alcohol!”

      It was Tracy that ran to the bathroom to grab it while Mike came out of his fog. Once Linda had done a decent job of cleaning off most of the dried blood, she began to sew up the worst of the wounds.

      “Could that have happened falling into a ravine?” BT was looking over.

      “Are you looking at the same thing I am?” she asked.

      “Could a dog have done that? A wolf, maybe?” Tracy asked.

      “I’d think we’d see more bite wounds, but I don’t know. We very rarely see animal attacks in the ER. Almost everything I see is the result of human stupidity or cruelty.”

      Mike stood and walked away. His hands were shaking; he hoped nobody had seen, but he wasn’t confident in that fact. His bouts of PTSD struck without warning, regardless of any situation he found himself in. He was once at the theater with his kids, watching the latest Disney offering when an attack had hit. It had taken everything he possessed to stay until the end. The drive home had been a white-knuckle affair. He’d walked in the front door; Tracy had seen how pale his face was before he walked out to the backyard. He’d sat on a lawn chair for three hours, his bowed head in his hands. Once the episode had subsided, he had talked to his wife; she’d convinced him that seeking professional help might be for the best. The only problem was his therapist was more concerned with medicating the symptoms away as opposed to getting to the root of the problem and wrenching it free from his psyche. He’d taken the medications for close to two months before deciding that suffering through the effects of the disorder was better than the non-life he led as the zombie-like person the drug made him into.

      “You okay?” BT asked. He’d seen Mike spiral enough times to know what was happening.

      “I will be.” Mike had a death grip on his hands, willing them to stop their betrayal.

      “I’ve got the worst of him sewn up, the ribs bandaged, but he’s going to need antibiotics. Whatever caused those wounds, there’s a good chance it could lead to an infection.” Linda stood up. The sun was beginning its climb, but with the thick ash swirling around, it wasn’t going to get much brighter than twilight.

      “Should we wake him up? Find out what did this?”

      “Normally, I’d say no, that he needs his rest, but finding out where Errin is and if she needs help is paramount.”

      Mike noted that Linda used if she needs help. As far as he was concerned, if wasn’t part of the equation. If she were all right she would have been with her husband. It was likely when they mounted a search it would be for the recovery of a body, and even that was unlikely if they’d both encountered the same animal. They’d be looking for a blood trail and then, at best, a measure of security. Not revenge; couldn’t fault a predator for grabbing a meal. They wouldn't see their actions as good or evil, only necessary.

      “We still have the same problem we had yesterday. If we go out to look for her,” Mike said, “I hate to say it, but one of us needs to stay behind.”

      “Are you going to tell the women they can’t defend themselves?” BT said.

      “My wife has shot a gun once, and she made me aim for her, whatever that means. She missed a pumpkin with a shotgun from twenty feet. And your wife, having seen what guns can do, is about as anti-gun as they come. I’m not sure she’d pick one up if she had to. We’re potentially dealing with a murderer and an apex animal, black bear, grizzly, maybe? I don’t know.”

      “And you’re going to go against one of those things with your pea shooting 380? All that’s going to do is piss it off. Whatever it is.”

      “I’ll get Trip’s rifle.”

      “Knowing that man, it’s probably a pellet gun.”

      “We should let everyone know what’s going on. Maybe there are antibiotics in the main cabin, or Mrs. Bennilli has some.”

      BT knocked on Mrs. B’s door. She answered, holding a large kitchen knife. She eyed him suspiciously.

      “It’s me, Mrs. Bennilli.”

      “I know who you are.” Though she didn’t put the knife down. “What do you want?”

      “What do you think we want?” Mike asked.

      “I don’t know. People get strange when faced with uncertain times. You could be here to ravage me or steal all my digestive biscuits.”

      “Eww on both counts,” Mike mumbled.

      “No one is here to steal your cookies or anything else reprehensible.” BT couldn’t even say it as he looked at Mrs. Bennilli, who was once again, or still, dressed all in black from head to toe. The only thing showing besides her face were her hands. “Just a warning, there appears to be a bear around. If you go anywhere, just be aware.”

      “Are we done?” she asked as she began to close the door.

      “Do you have any antibiotics?” BT asked as she locked the door.

      “She’s a fun one. If the world gets so desperate that I feel the need to ravage her, I would greatly appreciate you putting me down like a rabid raccoon,” Mike said as they headed to the office.

      BT shuddered.

      “Halt!” Trip stepped outside and pointed a pool noodle at them.

      “What the hell is going on?” BT was exasperated.

      “Can’t be too careful.” Trip made motions to render his noodle safe, then leaned it up against the wall.

      “Trip, I wanted to see if I could borrow your rifle. Unless that was what you had stuffed down your pants,” Mike said.

      “And we need to see if you have any antibiotics. Paul was attacked by something, most likely a bear,” BT added.

      “The campgrounds are not responsible for the actions of the wildlife. He can’t sue.”

      “This isn’t about a lawsuit; we’re trying to make sure he doesn’t get an infection,” BT said.

      Trip eyed him warily. “Okay, come on in. I used to have a large fish tank.”

      Mike wasn’t sure where to put that last piece of useless information until Trip clarified and handed him a bottle of Fish and Bird Antibiotics.

      “What are we supposed to do with this?” Mike asked.

      “No, no, this is great. Linda will have to adjust the dosage, but it’s the same stuff people use,” BT said.

      Trip came out from behind the counter with the rifle in his hands.

      “Whoa, a Weatherby Vanguard bolt action with a Leupold scope. Nice set up. And yet you confront us with a pool noodle?” He pulled the bolt open to make sure it wasn’t loaded.

      “I’m a fourth-degree black belt in karate. You have no idea the damage I could do with a pool noodle.”

      “He’s telling the truth.” Stephanie came down a short hallway. She was covered in a layer of sweat, wiping the back of her neck with a towel. “He took down a man that was trying to mug me. Did it with a dish towel, didn't you, sweetheart. It was a sight.”

      Mike honestly couldn’t tell if they were messing with him or not. Before he could ask, Trip placed a box with some ammunition on the counter.

      “30.06. That’ll get a bear’s attention,” Mike said as he loaded the firearm.

      The small bell jingled as Tracy rushed in. “He’s waking up.”

      “I’ll get this back to you.” Mike turned and headed out with BT.

      “He seems like a nice guy; who is he?” Trip asked Stephanie.
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      Paul was kicking out with his legs and throwing weak punches into the air. His eyes were fluttering as Linda tried to get him to calm down, fearful that he would make his substantial list of injuries worse. BT went over to help his wife while Mike stayed by the window, keeping an eye on things. He wanted to attribute what he was feeling to paranoia, although he could not shake the feeling they were being watched. Assessed.

      “Hold him still! He’s going to open my sutures or send a rib into his lung,” Linda said as BT handed his wife the medicine. A straight jacket would have been less confining. By degrees, Paul began to awaken.

      “Errin!” he screamed out in pain and anguish.

      “You’re with us, Paul, you’re okay,” Linda said soothingly, Mike noticed that she didn’t say it was okay, first because she didn’t know, and second because it most likely was not.

      “Where’s Errin!” Paul tried to sit up; that didn’t work out.

      “Stay still, Paul, you have busted ribs,” BT told him.

      “Where’s my wife?” he asked, pleading, tears welled in his eyes. His subconscious knew the answer already but was doing its best to keep that information from the forefront.

      “What happened out there?” BT gently removed his hands from Paul’s shoulders. “Was it a bear? Mountain Lion?”

      “Big man with knife hands?” Mike asked.

      “Boys, let him collect his thoughts!” Linda said sternly.

      “How long have I been here?” he asked, looking around, a wildness to his eyes.

      “You got here early this morning,” Linda told him.

      “I don’t know what’s happening. Errin and I….we got up early, went hiking…” A choked sob cut him off.

      BT hovered closer.

      “Hon, why don’t you get him something to drink.” That was Linda’s way of telling her husband to back off, and he took the cue. BT got a bottle of water and handed it to Linda before sitting down at the small table with Tracy.

      Mike alternated between peeking through the blinds and watching Paul. The thought had crossed his mind that Paul could potentially be the killer, and the original murder was a cover-up, a red herring for the one he had later committed on his wife, after which he tore himself up and blamed some kind of bear. Who knew? Maybe he was cheating, got caught, and she wanted a divorce that would take half his assets, or he had a hefty life insurance policy out on her, and he needed it to pay his substantial gambling debts. Stupid crime shows, he thought when he saw the unadulterated anguish upon Paul’s features. Apparently, whatever he’d been trying to hide from himself wasn’t working. And no one was that good an actor. That and the wounds; anyone trying to cover up their part in a murder by making themselves look like a victim usually made as superficial wounds as possible. The real victim would generally look as if they’d battled a squad of samurais, while the faking victim looked like they’d had a butter knife incident while slathering cream cheese on an English muffin. That’s how narcissistic murderers are. It’s easy enough to kill someone when you have something to gain, but willingly hurting yourself is a whole other matter.

      “She’s gone.” Sobs wracked his body, he cried out in mental anguish and physical pain. Normal breathing hurt with cracked ribs, whole body heaving crying was something Mike believed must be orders of magnitude worse.

      “What happened?” BT asked.

      “We were hiking on the Alpine Ridge…supposed to be easy…” He had to stop to manage the pain. “So many things hap…happened at once.”

      “Take your time.” Linda rubbed his shoulder.

      BT wanted to shake the information out of him; they could all potentially be in danger, and he needed to know what the threat was.

      “Should I go? That trailhead isn’t that far from here,” Mike asked.

      “Wait a sec,” BT told him.

      “We were walking…saw something on the trail ahead of us. Didn’t know what it was, animal of some sort. When we got closer, we thought it might be a monkey. No, that’s not right, Errin thought chimpanzee because of its size. But the color was off. I don’t know why I moved closer, I know chimps can be dangerous…I...was curious.” He sobbed again. “How many times have you ever seen a chimp in real life, not in a zoo? Errin begged me to come back. As I approached, it stood up on both legs. It wasn’t a chimp. First thing I thought was an orangutan, but everything about it was wrong. Its arms were long but not to the point where they dragged on the ground when it stood, the hands...they were huge. And its fur, instead of that reddish-brown, it was more a dirty white. The head was conical…the face…distorted. I’d say it was almost human looking, but, all wrong, all wrong. And too big. Couldn’t have been an ape.”

      BT looked over at Mike with a questioning stare.

      “A bigfoot?” Mike asked. “You’re saying you came across a bigfoot?”

      “I thought they were brown?” BT asked.

      “Yeti maybe?” Mike shrugged his shoulders.

      “Aren’t they the same?” BT asked.

      Mike shook his head. “Totally different. It’d be strange for one to be here though, reports of them are generally in the Himalayan region.”

      “I don’t know what I saw. When it stood, it was a little taller than me, maybe a little broader too. It was male, that I knew, it was urinating or something.”

      Mike was back to thinking of Paul as a potential suspect, and now the man was setting up an insanity defense, in case he ended up in court.

      “It got agitated when it saw me.”

      “Yeah, what adolescent doesn’t when they’re caught playing with themselves.”

      “Mike!” Tracy yelled.

      BT shrugged, pursed his lips, and nodded his head. “He’s probably right.”

      “How do we know it wasn’t a man dressed in a costume doing that?” Tracy asked.

      “Because if it was some creepy dude, the whole goal would have been to get caught,” Mike told her.

      “Men and their penises, strangest union ever,” Tracy said. “Should have given them to women; we wouldn’t be waving them around and playing helicopter.”

      “Hey, that was one time, and I thought you’d enjoy it,” Mike told her.

      BT again shrugged but did not come to the defense of his friend.

      “It was more than once, and I never enjoyed it," she told him.

      “Ahem,” Linda interrupted. “Go on, honey.” She rubbed Paul’s forehead.

      “It ran straight at me; its face was all wrinkled up in a mask of rage, corners of its mouth upturned, showing its teeth, big yellow curved canines. I froze, all I could think to do was put my hands up in a pleading gesture. He never even slowed down. He hit me so hard I think that’s when my ribs were broken. I fell on the ground and he started swatting at me. Ripping at my skin, picking me up, and throwing me back down. He was so strong I couldn’t stop him; I just tried to cover my head. That’s when Errin tried to help me, to save me. Instead of me protecting her, I’d put her in danger by being stupid, foolish.”

      “What happened to her?” Linda asked, using as soothing a voice as she could.

      “She had a walking stick; she started to whack it on the head. I don’t know if she was hurting it, but the thing looked stunned, like maybe he couldn’t believe someone was hitting it. It stopped tearing at me and let out this loud, low, screaming moan. I could hear it echoing throughout the woods. Then a few seconds later, there was a response.”

      Goosebumps rippled up the length of Mike’s spine.

      “There was a prehistoric whooping, and it was getting closer. Errin was trying to help me up. I was bleeding everywhere; my ribs hurt so bad I couldn’t catch my breath. We were stumbling back down the path toward the campground when we heard branches snapping, big ones. It sounded like whatever was coming was tearing trees up from their roots to get to us as fast as possible.”

      “A momma and her kids,” Tracy said, “I’m guessing.”

      “The juvenile, because that’s what I figured once I saw the mother, it was going crazy, jumping up and down, hooting and hollering and pointing at us. The mother was nearly double its size, maybe...maybe ten feet tall?” He started crying again. “Errin pushed me down the path and turned to face it, stick raised high. The mother charged. She swung her huge arms and hit Errin in the head...but that was when the ground shook. Oh, god...I heard her neck snap over the explosion of the whole earth.” He descended into a hitched crying.

      Mike took a long look at the rifle he was holding, now not so confident anything less than a tank round would be enough.

      “The ground was shaking so violently, but that's not why Errin fell. She was staring back at me, her eyes unfocused; that thing had hit her so hard it broke her neck. The thing took a step towards me, it wanted to kill me too, but the earthquake scared it away. It ran back toward its kid and they took off into the woods.”

      BT stepped back and motioned for Mike to go outside. “What now, man?”

      “I don’t know, I’m not sure I want to come across a scavenger-ravaged body. And if I do, then what? Bring her back here? That’s presuming I can carry a body that far while also watching out for enraged monsters that might kill me with one swing.”

      “You’re still going, aren’t you?”

      Mike shrugged. “I have to.”

      “Do you think he’s telling the truth? I mean, he’s talking about a bigfoot or yeti.”

      “He thinks he is. Something attacked him, right? He didn’t do that damage to himself.”

      “You ever consider maybe he fell and knocked himself out during the earthquake and something attacked him while he was down?”

      “Anything’s possible,” Mike told him. “But if there’s even a possibility she’s hurt and needs help, I have to give her that chance.”

      “Let’s have Linda get you some first aid stuff, and Mike, no hero shit out there. You see anything even slightly suspicious, just come back. We’ll deal with it together.”
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      Mike had two wraps around his face, doing the best he could to filter out the majority of ash, and still, he had to periodically stop and clear his airway. “Yeah, keep hacking out a lung, I’m sure nothing can hear you coming.” He was resting against the Alpine Ridge trail sign that alerted of dangers from the local wildlife and warned visitors to stay on designated paths. “Maybe there should be a sign for the local wildlife to stay off the paths,” Mike said aloud. “And there’s nothing about yetis on that sign; can I sue for the oversight?” He was doing his best to calm himself down. With the sun merely a blotted smudge in the sky and the potential for coming across a dead body, it was a losing cause. And the trail, it just somehow felt ominous. He was aware enough to realize this was probably only his anxiety overlaying the scene, but still, he couldn’t shake the feeling that he was being watched. He shifted his backpack, gripped his rifle tight, and started down the trail.

      He could see why people would want to commune with nature in this most basic and generally safe of ways. Even in the muted light and gray ash fall, it was beautiful, majestic even, though Mike spent little time looking at the wonder of it all. He kept his focus shifting between the places where potential threats could, even now, be figuring ways to see if he was vulnerable enough for an attack. Mike couldn’t remember if Paul had said how far along on the trail they’d been when they’d been waylaid; the sign had said the hike was nearly eleven miles, round trip. If he had to traverse the entirety of it, he’d hardly be able to see his hand in front of his face by the time he was done.

      Mike stopped when he saw two people up ahead. They were coming toward him on the path, heads down; they looked like members from some long-lost Aborigine tribe. Their bodies were completely covered in ash; Gray Ghosts could have sued for copyright infringement.

      “Are you all right?” Mike asked as they approached. Neither acknowledged his presence by even looking up, much less responding to his query. All he could do was turn and watch them go. He thought perhaps they could indeed be specters, people that had died so suddenly from the disaster they didn’t know they were dead and still traveled on this plane. He didn’t think that was overly likely, but it still gave him a chill. He waited until they rounded a bend and were out of sight before he continued on. It was the snapping of a fallen branch off to his left that made him stop and pivot, looking for what may have caused the noise. He couldn’t see more than ten feet into the woods, and that spooked him. If something did attack, it could be on him in a couple of seconds; if he wasn’t trained in on the target, it would be challenging to bring the rifle upon it before it was too late. When he was satisfied that whatever had made the noise was gone or had at least remained quiet for a sufficient amount of time for him to let his guard down, he began to move.

      As he went to step away, he felt the tacky release of his boot pulling up from something sticky. The iron-rich scent was all he needed to know what he’d stepped on.

      “Shit,” he said as he looked down at the boot print in the brown-red mud that had been covered up by ash. “Errin, please tell me you’re even now making your way back to the campgrounds,” Mike said softly. The more ash he cleared away with his boot, the less likely that seemed. The puddle of clotting blood spread nearly from one side of the path to the other. “All this blood.... I’m sorry Paul; she didn’t make it. The next question is, where’s the body. Your normal scavenger didn’t drag off an adult human. That means there’s something big out here.”

      Mike backed away from the scene, scanning the area. The primitive part of his brain was deeply aware that something was out there, watching, waiting. The higher functioning and reasoning were doing their best to tamp it down before rampant paranoia could take hold. Mike again checked to make sure he had a round in the chamber. “Only the fifth time.” He wanted to break out into a run but didn’t want to trigger a chase response in whatever was sizing him up as a meal. “If I see a charging grizzly bear, there’s a good chance I’m going to shit myself.”

      He walked back towards camp with as much assuredness as he could, attempting to exude confidence, though he turned every seventh step to glance around. He figured he was roughly halfway back when his customary spin produced results. Mike, at first, couldn’t reconcile the image. He’d been so fearful something would be behind him that when there actually was something, he had a split second where he figured his mind had fixed a mirage upon the trail. The baring of the teeth and the ensuing snarl were enough to convince him that even an overactive imagination wouldn’t be able to produce that much realism.

      “That’s a mountain lion.” It was a magnificent beast, and Mike was hesitant to pull the trigger as he lined up his sights. “GO!” he shouted. Though he was doing no one any favors if it indeed was a man-eater; it would simply find someone less prepared to defend themselves. And Mike knew without tools, man was at a severe disadvantage in the wilds of nature. “I’m going to shoot you! Scat!” A tremor raced through his body. He would have shot if the cat hadn't looked even more skittish than he felt. The lion spent more time surveying the area he had just come from than looking at the man holding the rifle not fifty feet from where it stood. Its tail was swishing back and forth in an agitated manner. The cat took a moment more to stare at Mike, then looked back to the woods from where it had come, and bounded off. It took him a few more pounding heartbeats before he lowered his weapon. As the wind changed direction and pushed more ash into his face, Mike caught a whiff of a foul odor, a pile of rancid meat and old onions rotting in a swamp. He picked up his pace.

      BT was outside braving the ash, waiting for his friend to return. “I was getting pretty worried. You all right?” he asked when Mike didn’t say anything.

      “How’s Paul?”

      “Better, I suppose. Still in a lot of pain.”

      “I found blood; don’t know if it was human or not. Didn’t find a body.”

      “Could she still be alive?” BT asked with concern.

      “If it was hers?” Mike shook his head. “Too much.”

      “No sense in telling Paul that.”

      “Saw a couple of people, but they wanted nothing to do with me.”

      “To be fair, most people don’t.”

      “I’ll accept that. Also saw a mountain lion. Almost shot it. I would have, too, if it hadn't been more scared of something else.”

      “What are you saying?”

      “I’m saying that the giant, scary pussy cat didn’t give a shit about me. It was in too big a rush to get away from something else.”

      “Bear?”

      “Right this very second, you know as much as I do.”

      “Is it worth another search tomorrow?”

      “Bud, I don’t think so. I didn’t see anything besides that cat, but there was something else out there with me, and it didn’t seem right. I smelled something. It was foul, not like a dead body but like something that makes dead bodies. I know that doesn’t make sense; it's just how I felt.”

      “No, I get it. Come on inside.” BT told him.

      Linda was near Paul. Tracy was in the kitchen cleaning up the already spotless area; Mike knew from years of being together that this was a coping mechanism of hers. A way to keep her mind diverted.

      Linda and Tracy both looked over hopefully as he entered; Mike tersely shook his head. Tracy hugged him and briefly leaned her head on his shoulder.

      “Do you think she’s still alive?” she asked quietly as she stepped back.

      Again all Mike could do was shake his head in negation, even though he knew Paul was asleep. “Any news while I’ve been gone?”

      “Plenty, none of it good,” BT told him. “The likelihood that we’re going to have to hike out of here, at some point, keeps growing.”

      “At best, he’s going to need a week to recover, two would be better,” Linda added. “And that’s if Trip’s fish antibiotics work. They expired four years ago, and the dose isn’t going to be enough if he’s fighting a serious infection. There’s a good chance he could get sepsis.”

      “Isn’t that more reason we should leave now?” Tracy asked.

      “It’s only what, ten, twelve miles? I could hike that in a day, get him some more meds and maybe some help,” Mike said. He felt somewhat optimistic, but that had a lot to do with being safe within the confines of the cabin.

      “That’s one way out, and that's if, big if, buddy, Happy Valley isn’t under water or on fire. And when was the last time you did that kind of distance?” BT asked and continued before Mike’s opening mouth could utter a rebuttal. “After you were in the service.”

      “I might hurt more afterward, but that’s still a doable venture.”

      “We’re in the middle of the largest natural disaster, shit, the largest disaster period, to ever strike the United States. People get very selfish and defensive when their survival is threatened. You want to walk out into the wilderness, where there are known dangers, into a town where there will be more?”

      “Yeah, I get that none of this is ideal, but at some point, we’re going to have to leave. I have no desire to live out the rest of my days in a KOA. My dogs need me.”

      “And your kids,” Tracy added.

      “That was implied,” Mike said to cover himself.

      “I’m in agreement, Mike, but we need to be smart about this. We need to all go when he’s ready. We’re just going to have to hope he doesn’t get sick.”

      To punctuate the point, Paul coughed then moaned in his sleep.

      Besides Paul’s wracking coughs, the night was silent, the ash effectively dampening any sound from outdoors. During Mike’s guard duty, he played with the notion of leaving and going to town. More worrisome, though, than the idea of traveling in a blackness so absolute you could not see yourself, was that even if he were successful, his wife would tan his hide, and he wasn’t up for the justifiable wrath it would bring down upon him. He sat in a chair in the center of the living room, stewing in his impotence. By degrees, the room began to lighten, and, by the time the rest of the inhabitants got up, the sun shone as if looking at it through three feet of used motor oil. You could tell there was a light source, but not much beyond that.

      “Looks like it got worse.” BT peeked out the window, first to the sky, then at the inches of ash upon the ground.

      “Starting to get a Pompeii vibe about this,” Mike said sourly.

      “Those people were flash-fried.” BT moved toward the kitchen.

      “That’s helpful.”

      “The ice is starting to melt. We’re going to have to cook all the food today to make sure it doesn’t go bad.” BT was looking in the cooler.

      “I saw charcoal in the lodge; I’ll go get some. Not sure how we’re going to keep the ash off of the food, though.” Mike pulled on his mask. As he opened the door, he saw Stephanie about to knock. “Hey, Stephanie.” Mike looked around. “Where’s Trip?”

      “He forgot he was coming, and by the time he remembers, I'll already be back.”

      “Come in; you realize it’s not safe out there, right?”

      She waved her hand dismissively. “I’m just making the rounds to see how everyone is doing.”

      “I hate to say it, but my Yelp review is not going to be favorable,” Mike told her. “KOA offered scenic views and wonderful amenities but also cracking ground, forest fires and apocalyptic floods, do not recommend.” Mike tactfully left out the part about murderers on the loose and blood-thirsty animals.

      Stephanie smiled weakly before announcing that there would be a mandatory meeting in the main cabin in an hour.

      “Just so you know, Stephanie, Mike has serious issues with authority, and before he asks, I’ll do it for him. And what happens to those who do not attend?” BT asked.

      Her eyebrows creased in confusion. “It’s mandatory,” was her only rebuttal before heading out.

      “She seem a little odd to you?” Tracy asked.

      “Not sure how you could be married to Trip and not be a little odd,” BT responded. “I realize you just about shut-down when she said 'mandatory.' but are you going?”

      “Have to get the charcoal anyway,” Mike told him.

      “Good save.”

      When they got into the cabin, Trip was sitting by the desk with a wig better suited for a formal British trial.

      “Why is he wearing a peruke?” Linda asked.

      “Silence!” Trip demanded, slamming a rubber mallet down upon the countertop. “I’ve always wanted to do that. Usually, I’m on the other end of the proceedings.”

      “No shit,” Mike said.

      “You’re one to talk,” BT murmured.

      “I’m not the one wearing the wig and swinging a gavel. Listen, Your Honor, I just came to grab a bag of charcoal.” Mike walked over to the small supply store and grabbed a bag of briquettes before heading for the door.

      “Stop! You stand accused of theft!”

      “Can I shoot him?” Mike asked BT.

      BT shook his head. “Poor form.”

      “Trip, we’ve got food to cook before it goes bad and an injured person to tend to. Do you have a point to these…” Tracy paused. “Proceedings?”

      “We’ve got a problem.," he said, sounding, for the most part, sober. “Anchorage has descended into chaos. They’re rioting.”

      “I’ve been listening to the news. I haven’t heard anything about it,” BT said.

      “I’m not sure they could cover all the unrest that is happening right now,” Trip replied.

      “That could be true,” BT said as he looked to Mike.

      “It started as looting, then shop owners began to consider it open season on thieves, now somehow the entire area has devolved into gangs trying to carve out chunks of the city to control,” Stephanie said.

      “Why? None of that makes sense.” Mike was confused.

      “Makes perfect sense,” BT said. “I would imagine they don’t have power. They've got dwindling supplies, probably sick and wounded, and, much like us, no way to leave and nowhere to go. Maybe some have, but only if they have enough gas to get away. The rest are going to fight for every scrap.”

      “Fuck, I want to say we’re not out in the Yukon, but we might as well be. Is there another large city that could eventually lend us aid?” Mike asked.

      “Valdez,” Stephanie answered. “But it's over three hundred kilometers away, and we have no way of telling them we need their help.”

      “This is fucking nuts.” Mike paced a tight circle, trying to wrap his mind around the incredulous state they found themselves in. “Are we seriously trapped here? This is still the United States; we can’t be completely cut off from civilization.”

      “We’re in Alaska, soldier. We most certainly can be.” Trip smacked his gavel down.

      “Much like Happy Valley, or anywhere that survived along the route, we’re going to have our own food issues, and winter will be upon us soon,” Stephanie said. “I think we may wish to get an inventory of our food stores and figure out a rationing plan until we can gather or hunt some more supplies.”

      “Where’s Mrs. Bennilli?” Linda asked, looking around to make sure the diminutive woman perpetually dressed in black wasn’t blending into a darkened corner.

      “She said her traveling companion is sick, and she wishes to stay with them,” Stephanie answered.

      “Has anyone seen this mystery guest?” Mike asked.

      There were head shakes all around.

      “Is anyone else nervous that maybe her traveling companion isn’t real, that maybe it’s a giant stuffed animal, or worse?” Mike asked.

      “No, that’s just you,” BT told him.

      “We were thinking that it might be for the best if we all set up and stay here,” Stephanie said here, referring to the main cabin.

      Mike wanted to protest, felt it was necessary to do so. But she was right. They could pool their food, such as it was, begin to store firewood for the winter. There was safety in numbers, and maybe Stephanie could take a guard shift or two; there was no way Mike trusted Trip enough to do it.

      “I think she’s right," he spoke up before anyone else.

      “When?” Tracy asked.

      “No time like the present,” Stephanie said. “Mrs. Bennilli seems to like you, Mike. Do you want to talk to her and see if she’d be willing to join us?”

      “I think you just buttered me up to do a distasteful job, but sure, I’ll give it a go,” he told her. “If she stabs me with a knitting needle or something, I hope you’ll be able to live with yourself.”

      “Why wouldn’t I be able to live with myself? I’m not the one getting stabbed.”

      “Nordic people are strange,” Mike said as he walked away. “Hey, Mrs. B!” He rapped lightly on the door. He didn’t want to give the woman a reason to yell at him, but it was likely she didn’t need one.

      The RV swayed slightly from movement within. He could hear muffled voices, which put to bed the idea that she was traveling with imaginary friends.

      “Yes?” she said through the closed door.

      “Hey, we’re all going to pool our supplies and stay in the main cabin to conserve resources.”

      “You do that then," she answered curtly.

      “I’m telling you, Mrs. B, in the hopes you’ll join us.”

      “I already told you I’m married. I will not sleep in the same room with another man that I am not wed to.”

      “Mrs. B…”

      She opened the door quickly. “It’s Bennilli! Has our society become so lazy as to not be able to sound out a few syllables? ‘LOL’ is an affront to culture," she said the acronym as one word, letting it roll off her tongue.

      “Um, Mrs. Bennilli, there are wild animals out here; I don’t think it's safe to be alone.”

      “I’ll be fine.” It was the furtive looks she made to the inside of the RV that seemed wholly out of place. “No animals will get in here, unless it’s a bear—or worse.” She did another look over to the side and even performed a shooing motion for whatever or whoever it was to move away.

      Mike scratched his head and was about to agree and tell her that was all the more reason to shack up with the rest of them, when his pulse quickened, his eyes narrowed, and he took a tentative step backward. “Well, okay, Mrs. B, err, Bennilli, if that’s the way you feel, I’ll leave you alone," he told her as he turned back for the lodge. He could feel eyes upon him and was doing his best not to break out into a run. “The last time I can remember so many people looking my way was in the mountains of Afghanistan, and that was not a good time.”

      “You talking to yourself again?” BT asked.

      “We’ve got a problem,” Mike said, getting further into the cabin, away from prying eyes.

      “No sh…” BT stopped when he saw his friend's face.

      “Someone is in that RV with Mrs. B, and I think it’s probably the people from the other RV,” he said quickly.

      “What other RV?” Trip asked.

      “Are you sure? Did you see someone?” BT asked.

      “I told her that she should come here for resources and safety, brought up the wild animals, and she kept looking with these sidelong glances at something. It seemed to have her spooked or concerned. Which either means she’s in on the whole thing, which, looking at her, is a possibility, or she and the person she came with are being held hostage.”

      Tracy had her hand to her throat. “What do we do?”

      “Any other time, I’d hate to do it, but in this case.” Trip picked up the phone and dialed 911. “I’m on hold,” he looked over, “and they’re playing the Grateful Dead. What are the odds of that?”

      Stephanie pulled a small earbud from his ear.

      “Oooh, I’m not on hold anymore. Hello? Hello? I think they hung up.” He went to dial again.

      “How long are we planning on letting him do that?” Mike asked.

      “Maybe another hour or two. At least that will keep him occupied while we try and figure out how to get Mrs. Bennilli safely out of her RV.”

      “They must have been close, the murderers, I mean,” Mike stated. “Came back after the earthquake. Why though? Why would they hang around? The evidence?”

      “Maybe that or maybe the quakes forced them back, nowhere else to go.”

      “We have to get Paul!” Linda was concerned for his safety.

      BT wanted to tell his wife he was safe, but how could he know what someone who was willing to murder was capable of doing or when they were capable of doing it? “Mike, Linda and I are going over to the other cabin. You’re going to act as nonchalantly as you can and cover us, should anyone decide to come out. Got it?”

      “Act? I’m no good at acting. For our elementary school play, I was designated as the kid that kept the background propped up. I didn’t even get to be a tree. Chris McFarlane, who was so doped up on Ritalin that he was borderline narcoleptic got the part instead. The kid drooled so much that the paint from his costume kept running.”

      “Just sit out at the table, drink a beer or something, watch us. Don’t look over at the RV. You can do that, right?” BT had his hands on Mike’s shoulders and was looking intently into the man’s eyes.

      “I, um, yeah, I suppose it won’t look too suspicious, me outside drinking a beer in the ash apocalypse.”

      “Good.” He nodded to Tracy, who brought her husband a beer.

      The trio went out. BT said something, Linda laughed as if she didn’t have a care in the world.

      “Okay, I’ll be right here,” Mike said, trying to keep it light, though it sounded forced. He sat down and brought the beer to his lips, only then realizing he’d failed to take the cap off. “Great start," he mumbled. He took a much larger pull of the drink than he’d meant and couldn’t help but stare at Linda and BT. “About as subtle as a hammer to a thumb on a cold morning.” He tried to pull his gaze anywhere but where he’d been looking, with limited success. He thought he could see movement in one of the RV windows; the murderer most likely looking around, assessing any threats, scoping opportunities.

      Getting into the RV without a coordinated attack involving special tactics police and a couple of flashbang grenades was only going to succeed in Mrs. B getting killed. And if that happens, Mike thought, do I own enough black clothing to wear at her funeral to honor her correctly? “Weird fucking thought.” He took another drink. Linda continued on to their cabin, BT was out of sight on the far side of the RV.

      He had ducked down and stayed close. Anyone looking out a window would have a difficult, but not impossible, task of seeing him. Although it was likely his tracks through the ash would be the first thing to give him away, he could only hope no one was paying attention. He got down onto the ground and squeezed slightly underneath, not at all happy with his lack of tactical ability, should the need arise. For five minutes, nothing happened. Linda had long ago made it into the cabin. He was angry at himself that he’d not bothered to look for tracks leading away. He was just about to leave when he heard the heavy stomping of feet above him, followed by muffled voices.

      “Mr. Tynes, I am aware that you are underneath my RV. I suggest you come out from there. We have some things we should discuss.” Mrs. Bennilli’s voice was very clear.

      “Shit,” BT grunted as he moved to stand.

      “Slowly," a male voice grunted. “Put your gun on the ground and keep your hands where I can see them.”

      Mike stood up quickly, dropping his beer and pulling his pistol free when he saw BT, with his hands upraised, step out in front of the large vehicle.

      “BT?” Mike asked, coming closer. His gun was pointed in the general direction of the RV but not at a specific target, as one had yet to present itself.

      “Let’s make sure your buddy over there doesn’t start getting an itchy finger," the voice within said. “Just in case you’re thinking this is an idle threat.” The barrel of a rifle tapped against the windshield.

      “Mike, I’m staring at a gun. Don’t do anything stupid,” BT warned.

      “Fuck.” Mike took a half step closer, but no further.

      “Mike?” Tracy asked from the door of the main lodge.

      “We’ve got a situation. Please stay inside," he told her. Of course, she didn’t, and to make matters even tenser, Linda had come out of their cabin. She'd quickly assessed what was going on and was moving toward her husband.

      “Do not come over here!” BT yelled.

      “Sure, sure invite her. The more, the merrier, I always say.”

      “Tim?” BT asked. “This doesn’t need to end badly.”

      “Ah, I see your nosey self has been doing some homework. See, Stacy, I told you we should have come back earlier to get that paperwork. And as far as anything ending badly, BT, that is all on your end. It’s looking all aces from where I’m standing. Are you wondering how I know your name? Well, you’re not the only one that does their homework. Over yonder is your wife Linda, the dipshit with the gun is Mike, and the woman in the doorway is his wife, Tracy. Oh yeah, and the laid-up fellow? That’s Paul.”

      “Are you responsible for that?” BT asked.

      “Why? I don’t have anything against hikers. Maybe I think they’re stupider than shit for wanting to wander around the woods all day, but that’s not a punishable offense.”

      “Enough. Everyone needs to put their guns down,” Mrs. Bennilli said, pushing the barrel of Tim’s rifle down.

      “Mike, lower your weapon,” BT said.

      “The fuck I will,” Mike said.

      “I’m the one with the cannon pointed at him. I’d appreciate you doing this one thing for me.” BT was flushed.

      “Shit.” Mike hesitated before putting the gun back in its holster.

      “Stacy, keep the rifle trained on the big man,” Tim said.

      “Damn,” Mike watched as a man nearly as large as BT exited the RV. He moved quickly to retrieve BT’s weapon.

      “Nice gun.” Tim was looking at the .357. Ash had fallen into his shock of red hair, giving it a frosted look.

      “What now?” BT asked.

      “How much of a rush are you in for a conclusion?” Tim grinned.

      “Put that down!” Mrs. Bennilli came out of the trailer. The small woman barely came up to Tim’s navel, but he caved to her words.

      “Come on, Nonna.”

      “Don’t sass me, boy," she told him.

      BT made a motion to Mike not to draw his weapon as they watched the strange confrontation. Tim wavered but finally succumbed.

      “Fine.”

      “Now give it back to him,” she said.

      “Are you crazy?” he asked.

      “I will throw you over my knee and spank your ass!” She pointed a finger up at him.

      Mike would have paid good money to see that.

      “Here’s your gun.” Tim reluctantly stretched his arm out, BT quickly took it.

      Stacy came out holding a painted Nerf gun. Even given the seriousness of the situation, Mike couldn’t help but let out a snort.

      “Oh, come on!” BT was pissed. “Mrs. Bennilli, could you please tell us what is going on?”

      She sighed. “These are my grandchildren, one from my son, one from my daughter. I went on a trip across the country after my husband died last year. He left a nice nest egg, and I wanted to travel. I was in Washington State when Timmy called me.”

      “I had just finished up performing at a birthday party,” Tim replied.

      “Pony rides?” Mike blurted.

      “Clown, fucktard.” Tim glared.

      “Sure, that was my next guess. You seem so suited to the profession,” Mike told him.

      “Hon, shut up,” Tracy told him softly.

      “Old Chuck over there was in downtown Anchorage, gassing up his ride. When he came back in, I was waiting for him. Hit him a couple of times, knocked him out. Called my cousin first because I wasn’t a hundred percent sure he was who I thought.”

      “Stacy has had a difficult life.” Mrs. Bennilli was filling in the holes. “My daughter was an addict and, as such, attracted some of the worst elements of people into her life and subsequently, into Stacy’s.” The young woman looked down to the ground. “The man in there, he did unspeakable things to my granddaughter.” Mrs. Bennilli performed the Holy Trinity.

      “I understand the desire for justice,” BT said, "but you should have called the authorities.”

      “Oh, the authorities were called,” Tim sneered, "back when it happened. That piece of shit had money and friends in the judicial system. He did three years' probation. That seem like justice to you? I called my cousin, sent her a picture for confirmation. She said she needed to see him in person. She wanted to hear the bastard say he was sorry. But pieces of shit like that are never sorry for what they did, only for getting caught. Anyway, Chuck was kind enough to buy her a ticket with his credit card. She flew out here, we met up outside of Anchorage and drove down here. Got to admit, I took great pleasure in beating him about the head, keeping him unconscious.”

      “You killed him?” BT asked.

      “Got the next Sherlock right here.” Tim cocked his thumb at BT. “Yeah, I fucking killed him. I tried to keep him alive as long as possible before the end. I wanted to keep him barely in the realm of the living, all the time catching glimpses of the hell that awaited. I came here; they wanted the driver's license of the man the RV was registered to, which Chuck was again kind enough to supply, mine too, which was fine; I was proud of the work I’d done. The next night I decided I wanted to saw his head off with a butter knife. Got pretty far, too, before my shoulder started hurting. By then, he was long gone and enjoying the heat of the place he’d earned. The next morning, Stacy and I got a rental and were going to head out of town. What I’d not known until we were halfway across the state was that Stacy had gone into the office the day before to rent some gear. She’d had to show her license. I had no problem with the cops coming for me, but Chuck had already made her life a living hell, I wasn’t going to let him drag her into jail for being an accessory, so I came back.”

      “I got here two days after,” Mrs. Bennilli said. “I watched, and when they switched managers, I figured it would be easy enough for him to get the paperwork back. A horrible wrong had been atoned, and neither of my grandchildren deserved to pay for the delayed justice.”

      “That’s biblical stuff right there,” Trip said, standing next to Mike.

      “Mrs. Bennilli, you can be charged as well for your role in this,” BT said.

      “Pah. What jury is going to convict a grandmother that only wanted what was best for her children? None.”

      “Your grandson killed a man and tried to decapitate him. Not to mention the kidnapping and false imprisonment,” BT said. “He planned this and had plenty of time to stop himself.”

      “I hate to even be somewhat on the side of the crazy googly-eyed clown, but if I was on that jury and with those circumstances, I don’t know that I would have convicted on anything more than manslaughter,” Mike said. “As far as I’m concerned, people that hurt kids or animals deserve every shitty thing that comes their way.”

      “Just so we’re clear, I don’t like kids or animals,” Tim said.

      Mike’s head dropped some. “You’re a clown for kids' parties.”

      “The pay is good," he shrugged. “Other than that, the little sugar-fueled fuckers can run headfirst into walls, repeatedly, for all I care.”

      “Wow," was all Tracy could think to say.

      “So now what?” Linda had come up to her husband.

      “Peace, love, and harmony.” Tim grinned, but nothing in his smile alluded to his words. “I killed the asshole, and there’s not one part of me that feels remorse. If the cops want me, I’ll do what’s necessary to stay out of prison, but Stacy has nothing to do with this. I was going to kill him whether she showed or not.”

      “The law doesn’t work like that,” BT said.

      “The law,” Tim scoffed. “That’s some funny shit right there. The law is only as good as the application. That piece of shit should have still been rotting away in a prison, instead of me having to perform frontier justice.”

      Mike silently agreed with him and couldn’t tell if he should feel bad or not.

      “Then when Stacy showed up, want to know what Chuck did? He smiled, leered, really. Like he was remembering the details. Pretty sure I broke his eye socket with how hard I hit him. The next time he woke up, I’m positive he knew he wasn’t getting out of his predicament in one piece. He started hurling some of the cruelest words imaginable at her. That was the first time I stabbed him. Gave him something else to think about other than his depraved thoughts. I made Stacy lock herself in the bathroom for what happened next. It was a good thing I double gagged him, because that high-pitched keening was enough to make dogs howl from a couple of miles away. Strange that something so small could cause so much pain and misery to others.” He held his thumb and forefinger up, spaced roughly a half-inch apart. “I cauterized the wound then made him eat it. I really should have filmed the proceedings; could have used it as a deterrent for other twisted individuals.”

      “What did he make him eat? Cake?” Trip asked Mike. “I really love cake. Some nice, cream-filled pastry with nuts, ooh sounds delicious.”

      “Fuck me.” Mike felt sick.

      “So you see, he was doing God’s work,” Mrs. Bennilli interjected. “An eye for an eye or, in this case, genitalia for innocence.”

      “So the question you all have to ask yourselves is what happens next,” Tim said as if daring the group to do something. “You may see my acts as murderous, but I’m not a murderer. I get those photocopies back, and I’ll leave as soon as I can.”

      “We’re all witnesses to a crime you just confessed to,” BT said.

      “Seriously, man?” Mike asked.

      “What?” BT wheeled on him.

      “Maybe Tim over there should be charged with the high crime of being a clown, but other than that, I just don’t know. If you haven’t noticed we’re in the middle of some serious shit, what are we going to do now? Set up a jail and police it twenty-four seven? Give him his copies and let him go about his way. When and if we ever see anything that resembles the authorities, you can tell them then. For right now, we have more important shit to deal with, and Chuck isn’t going anywhere.”

      “My man.” Tim raised a fist toward Mike.

      “Yeah, you’re still a clown; we’re never going to be friends.”

      “Suit yourself,” Tim told him.

      “So what, Mike? What do we do now? He can’t go anywhere; we just let him roam around us like nothing happened? He’s hardly above a rabid animal.”

      “Timmy will stay with me. If I tell him to do a thing, he will do it,” Mrs. Bennilli said.

      “Did you tell him not to kill that man?” BT pointed.

      Mrs. Bennilli remained silent.

      Stephanie came outside with the sheets of paper, walked directly to Tim, and handed them over. If the Nordic goddess had a hint of apprehension, it was hidden deep beneath the icy exterior of her personality.

      “See how easy that was, Stacy?” Tim was beaming. To Mike, that smile looked a lot like a shark about to feast on a caravan of fat seals. Stacy only nodded.

      The tension stayed in the air for another couple of minutes before Tim proclaimed he was hungry and headed in to eat some of his nonna’s pasta. The rest broke away as if Tim had been the binding agent, and with his removal, they were free to go.

      “Um, we should get Paul over to the cabin. He’s more cognizant and asking about Errin. I keep avoiding the question, and that in itself is enough of an answer for him.”

      “You mad at me?” Mike asked BT as they headed over to the cabin.

      “I don’t know what I am besides confused. He says he’s not a murderous person, but he exudes it. You weren’t as close as I was Mike, his eyes were black, pitiless pools of evil. He enjoyed killing Chuck. Yeah, maybe he had reason to kill the man, but he enjoyed it. Now he’s got a taste for it, and once someone gets their rocks off to something like that, they’re never sated.”

      “Great.” Mike looked over toward the raging fires and voluminous billowing smoke rising into the air. “Trapped with a murderer. I think I saw that movie on LifeTime once.”

      Paul wanted to walk. It was a slow, shuffling affair, and by the time he made it over to the lodge, he was exhausted. “She’s dead, isn’t she?”

      “I don’t know that for certain,” Mike said.

      Linda scowled at him

      “It’s his wife; he deserves to know. Any of us would want to. Tell me differently?” he asked, she turned away. “Listen, Paul, there was a bunch of blood, but I have no way of knowing whose it was.”

      “Did you find her body?” Tears had filled his eyes.

      “I did not.” Mike knew it was necessary for Paul to know about his wife, but the news didn’t necessitate the additional facts that her body was most likely dragged off and eaten by a bear. As night descended, Mike couldn’t tell if he was happier knowing that the murderer was no longer a mysterious, lingering threat. Tim had made it clear he would do what it took to stay out of custody; did that mean he’d kill the witnesses?

      “I’ll take the first shift,” BT volunteered. “Help me lock up, and then go get some rest.”

      “No one’s getting in here, the front and back doors are bear proof,” Trip said proudly.

      “And the three large picture windows in front?” BT asked.

      “Can’t have everything. There’s a couple of beds behind the office and two rooms and a loft with a comfortable couch upstairs to the back.” Trip told him as he headed to the stairs.

      Mike helped Paul to the room behind the office. It was small, but the bed was adequate, and it beat climbing stairs with broken ribs.

      “You and Tracy take the second bedroom,” Linda offered.

      “Are you sure?” Tracy asked.

      “Of course, after my husband stuck you with bunk beds, consider this my chance at restitution.” Linda hugged Tracy before they parted.

      “Are you really on Tim’s side in this?” BT asked Mike once they’d finished securing the lodge.

      “To a point. I mean, I can understand where he’s coming from. Kidnapping a man and trying to saw his fucking head off? I don’t think so. And if he tries to force his way in here, I’m going to blow him back to clown college.”

      “In that, we’re in agreement. Have a good night.”

      “See you in a bit,” Mike said. As he got to the stairs, BT spoke.

      “I’m sorry about this.”

      “You should be.”

      “Dick.”

      “Then don’t apologize.”

      “Why not?” BT asked.

      “You apologized with the hope that I would tell you it was all right, this wasn’t your fault. If you can’t wrap your head around the fact that someone might not accept your apology, then don’t offer it, seems disingenuous. We could be in Vegas, watching all this shit on the news, eating wings and drinking beer at a pub. Instead, we’re in the middle of maybe the planet’s largest tectonic disaster, cut off from rescue somehow by fire and water at the same time. We have an admitted killer in our midst, and there’s still the problem of some rabid wildlife that considers us a wrung lower on the food chain. I’m not feeling in a forgiving mood.”

      If BT’s jaw dropped any lower, it was in danger of getting a rug burn.

      “Eh, just fucking with you. Sure, I’d like the chicken and beer, but this place was beautiful before it went to shit.”

      “God, you’re such an asshole.” BT shook his head, and arm waved Mike away. His friend smiled at him before going out of view. BT could hear Paul crying a room away, and some murmured conversation between Mike and Tracy, and he hoped not, but it really did sound like Trip and Stephanie were having sex or practicing for an upcoming rodeo. Eventually, all the sounds died down, the quiet was both a blessing and a curse. He couldn’t remember a time when he'd felt more alone. Then came a knocking far off in the distance; it was irregular. BT wondered if perhaps it was Morse code, someone in distress attempting to get some help. “Errin?” he asked, hopefully. It continued on for a few more minutes when Mike startled him.

      “You hear that?” Mike asked from the top of the stairs.

      “Fuck, man, maybe announce when you’re up and about.”

      “I was taking a shit. I wasn’t aware I had to tell you about it, and would you want to know? The noise, though. Sounds like someone smacking the shit out of trees.”

      “Now that you mention it, it does kind of sound like that.”

      “I saw a documentary once.”

      “You, a documentary?”

      “It was about bigfoot, yetis and sasquatches. Do you think the plural of bigfoot is big feets?”

      “You can’t have a double plural, and documentaries are about real things. Documented things, hence the name.”

      Mike pushed on. “It was about a group of hunters in Washington State. They had set up camp for the night, and they started to hear that knocking sound. The specialist speculated it could have either been a means of communication or a warning. Like, get the hell off our mountain, type of thing. I’m paraphrasing here.”

      “Uh huh,” BT replied.

      “I’m serious, man. It was terrifying. After the knocking, when the men still hadn’t left, those bigfeet began to hurl rocks. Started off with grapefruit-sized, and then as they moved closer, the rocks got bigger. The hunters said there were like two and three hundred pound boulders raining down all around them.”

      “So, a group of guys in the woods, probably drinking, concoct this story, and then someone makes a film about it. Did any of these people happen to have a video camera? Something that could corroborate their claims?”

      “No, but they did a hell of a great reenactment.”

      “Mike, just because it was on TV doesn’t make it real. Buffy wasn’t slaying vampires.”

      “Just because we haven’t seen something doesn’t make it any less real,” Mike said defensively.

      “Doesn’t it, though?” BT cocked his head.

      “You go to church every Sunday…”

      “Don’t.” BT pointed a meaty finger at Mike. “Do not go there.”

      “Just saying.”

      “One is faith, the other is fantasy.”

      “The knocking stopped.” Mike came down the rest of the steps and was moving toward the door.

      “What are you doing?” BT asked before he could open it.

      “What are you worried about? You just said yetis aren’t real.”

      “Yeah, six-foot-five murderous clowns are, though.”

      “Well, there’s that.” Mike stayed his hand. And jumped back when the handle jiggled before opening up. A stoned looking Trip was staring back at them.

      “Whoa, am I at the wrong place?”

      “Trip? What are you doing outside? I saw you go upstairs, no way you got past me.”

      “Great guard duty right there, man,” Mike told him. “Probably a fucking honey badger in the kitchen.”

      “Again?” Trip asked. “And to be clear, are we talking about fornicating honey badgers or expletive descriptor honey badgers?”

      “He did not get by me!” BT growled.

      “I climbed out the window,” Trip said as if that were the most normal thing. “I wanted something from the vending machine.”

      “The vending machine is inside,” Mike said.

      “Yeah, but I don’t like doing stairs when I’m stoned, super unsafe.”

      “As opposed to climbing out a second-story window?” BT asked.

      “Right,” Trip said, heading over to the machine. ”Anybody have some change?”

      “Don’t you have the key?” Mike asked.

      “Upstairs," he replied.

      “The register,” BT told him.

      “That’s not my money,” Trip told him.

      “Replace it tomorrow; no one’s going to know,” Mike said.

      “Are you setting me up?” Trip’s eyes narrowed. “That’s entrapment.”

      “Trip, I don’t care if you snag a dollar to get a Pop-Tart. And even if I did, the cops aren’t going to be anywhere near here for who knows how long,” Mike said, looking out the window.

      “Just keep looking that way.” Trip tiptoed over to the register like Shaggy moving through a haunted house, hands held high at his side, palms facing the floor. Mike could see the man’s reflection in the window.

      “Out to lunch,” Mike started.

      “Constantly,” BT added.

      “I wish,” Trip concluded.

      A loud, solid thump riveted Mike’s attention.

      “What was that?” BT approached the window.

      Another thump quickly followed.

      “Hey, cut that shit out!” Tim bellowed. The man charged out of the trailer in his boxers. In one hand he held a flashlight, in the other, a butcher knife, most likely the same one he’d used to end Chuck’s life. “What are you fuckers doing?” He turned to the cabin where Mike and BT were staring out at him through the window.

      “I’ve done a lot of stupid shit in my life, BT; I am delighted to say tossing things at that maniac's trailer isn’t one of them.” Mike held up his hands to show that they were empty. Another loud thump and the sound of crumpling aluminum siding had them all staring.

      Tracy came down the stairs, Linda wasn’t far behind.

      “What’s going on?” she asked.

      “Yeti,” Mike told her.

      “We don’t know,” BT smirked.

      “I’ll fucking kill you!” Tim turned back around. He bent over and picked up a large rock that had bounced off the side of his trailer.

      “No way,” BT said when he saw it. “There’s got to be some other explanation.”

      “We, um, maybe we should get away from the window.” Mike grabbed BT’s arm and pulled backward, BT didn’t offer any resistance.

      A non-stop barrage ensued, accompanied by curses and threats from Tim, who threw the smaller boulders back into the woods at the hidden assailants. Finally, after twenty minutes, the attack subsided. This ceasefire was followed by five minutes of log-on-tree slamming then silence. Five minutes after that, Tim stormed into the lodge and broke the stunned quiet.

      “Who’s going to pay for that!” he roared. “Got hit with about fifteen of these!” He was shaking one of the rocks threateningly.

      “You will lower your voice inside this business establishment, good sir,” Trip told him. “And your grandmother signed a no-fault indemnity clause when she parked her recreational vehicle within the confines of this park.”

      “What the fuck does that mean?”

      “It means that we cannot be held responsible for any damage incurred to her property unless it is by the direct result of an employee of the campground. And I can almost assure you I did not hurl rocks at her camper.”

      “Almost assure?” Mike asked.

      “I blacked out for a moment when I hit the ground,” Trip whispered loudly.

      “How bad is it?” Mike asked.

      Tim turned his gaze toward Mike, who shuddered as the cold, pitiless eyes locked on to him. There was a sudden shift in Tim’s demeanor. “Come and see.” He waved as he headed out into the night. Mike, at that very moment, could think of no other place he would rather not go nor another person he'd rather not follow.

      “You’re coming with me,” Mike told BT.

      “You’re seriously going out there?” Tracy asked. “Forget about the psychopath, someone or something is throwing ten-pound rocks! Those can kill a person.”

      “We should get a warning before they start up again.”

      “Is that what happened in the documentary?” BT asked.

      “Not sure; I fell asleep before it was over.”

      “You coming or not?” Tim called back.

      “Holy shit,” Mike said when he saw the side of the RV. It looked like the Hulk had used it for a speed bag. Every window was shattered, and the camper was listing, as if the structural integrity had been compromised. In a few spots, the rocks had penetrated the aluminum, and blue foam insulation was showing.

      Mrs. Bennilli was sitting with her granddaughter at a nearby picnic table.

      “I don’t think it’s safe to be out here,” BT told them.

      “Pah. It’s not safe inside there either. I felt like Quasimodo,” Mrs. Bennilli said. “What kind of pazzo did this?”

      BT shushed Mike before he could fill in the blanks. “I’m not sure, but come morning, we’ll take a look in the surrounding woods.”

      “Who will?” Mike asked. He looked to the woods. It was one thing to throw that heavy of a rock, repeatedly, but coupled with the distance it had to have traveled and the force behind it when it struck.... The beast was strong, unnaturally strong. Mike didn’t think a bear, even if it had that type of dexterity, could have pulled off the magnitude of damage, and why would it?

      “We should all try to get some rest,” BT said. “Mrs. Bennilli, Stacy, Tim, you might want to stay in one of the cabins for the night.”

      Mike was thrilled that he hadn’t offered the lodge. Getting any shuteye was already going to be a tricky proposition; having to keep one eye open all night was an added degree of difficulty he wasn’t up for.
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      Mike watched as the sun made the sky lighter. When he stepped outside, he was not at all prepared for what he saw.

      “BT!” Mike shouted, gripping his rifle. To his credit, the man was down the stairs in less than thirty seconds; Mike could only figure he’d had as hard a time as himself trying to sleep.

      “What!? What’s going on!?” BT had a pistol in his hand, scanning for the threat.

      Mike pointed to the ground. BT matched his foot up against the deep print; it was less than half the size.

      “This some sort of joke, Mike?” BT asked.

      “Look out in the lot.” Mike swept his arm. A squad of kids high on sugar would have been hard-pressed to make as many footprints in the ash as were out there.

      “What in the hell…?” BT asked.

      “If I had to take a guess?”

      “Sure, guess away.” BT was shaking his head as he kept looking.

      “They sent us a verbal warning, then something with a little more pop, then they came down here to see if we'd heeded their heavy-handed advice.”

      “And that we haven’t?”

      “I guess they’d be considered great apes, so, in some way are related to us. Using us puny humans as an example, I would think bloodshed is next up.” They headed back in.

      “Why now? This campsite has been here for decades,” BT said.

      “Habitat, or loss of it,” Linda said as she came into the room. “It’s likely their home has been compromised by flooding or some other geological disasters, maybe completely destroyed by the quakes. Looks like this is where they want to live now.”

      “They can have the place. I don’t get paid enough to deal with this,” Trip said. “I can barely pay my rent.”

      “You don’t have rent,” Stephanie told him.

      “Because I can’t afford it!” Trip was indignant.

      “Should we leave?” Tracy asked.

      “If we’re voting, I say no.” Mike turned back to look at everyone in the room. “We have guns and cover; we head out into the wild, we’ll be vulnerable.”

      “We don’t know that they’ll attack us if we leave,” Linda contested.

      It was then that Paul made his way out of the office. “I think I can safely say we do know.” He was holding his ribs.

      “As horrible as what happened to you is, Paul,” Linda stated, “that was a case of a mother protecting her young. We’re talking about animals that, until very recently, we considered myths. That means they generally just want to be left alone. I vote we give them this place. We hike out of here and get back to our lives.”

      “You know I agree with you, honey, but we still have the problem of being able to get everyone out,” BT said, nodding to Paul, who had propped himself against the doorframe.

      “So, that’s it then? If these extremely rare animals come to the site tonight, we’re just going to slaughter them?” Linda directed the question at Mike.

      “This isn’t something I relish,” he told her. “You know I don’t hunt, and I’ve definitely had my share of killing. I’m done. But if we’re talking about defending our lives? I will let nobody or nothing cut short the existence of those I love.”

      Linda stormed up the stairs. How can one argue against the preservation of their life and sound rational?

      “I vote for leaving,” Trip stated. “I really want a Tofu burrito; it’s on my bucket list.”

      “We should probably board up the windows,” Tracy said.

      “Maybe we could park one of the RVs in front. It would offer the greatest protection.” BT was thinking.

      “I can’t imagine Mrs. Bennilli is going to be okay with us using her rig as a wall.”

      BT thrust his chin towards Chuck’s RV.

      “Seriously? It’s still a crime scene in there, and that body has got to be smelling pretty ripe by now.”

      “I’m not thrilled about it either, but you’re right. We very well may be in a fight for our lives, and no one is coming to save us. We’re going to have to do what we can until we’re able to travel. A couple of weeks is all we need.”

      “Let’s get this over with.” Mike wrapped two pieces of cloth around his face. “Wish I had some Vicks for the smell.”

      “We’ll put him in the bathroom,” BT said as the two headed out.

      “I hope he isn’t goopy; I’m going to puke if he starts falling apart in my hands.”

      “Stop. You’re not making this any easier.”

      “Maybe we should just leave him where he is and drive the RV over.”

      BT thought about that as they got closer and then walked around the far side.

      “Do you think he came back?” Mike asked as they stared at the RV door, half-buried in ash, some twenty feet away.

      “Like a zombie?” BT asked.

      “Well, seeing as the door is ripped off its hinges and tossed away like a yogurt lid, I’m going to say vampire, maybe werewolf.”

      BT had his gun out and pointed as he cautiously approached the RV. He took a quick look inside. “There’s a second, much worse option.”

      “Worse than a 'roided zombie?”

      “It would appear the yetis popped the lid on a can of food.”

      Mike looked in as well. “Oh fuck, that's disgusting. Rancid meat? They’re eating rancid human meat?” The evidence was plain enough. A femur, stripped of all its muscle, lay in a small puddle of fluids. Drag marks in the sludge showed that the body had been pulled from the camper. “I hate to put a damper on such a stellar start to the day, but what good is the camper now? They don’t seem afraid to enter structures, and this thing now smells like an open cooler to a bear.”

      BT slowly scanned the area. “They’re watching us right now.”

      “You see them?” Mike spun.

      “I can feel it.”

      They were both looking at the tree line. Mike shuddered; his friend was right. He could feel the yetis' gaze upon him, and it wasn’t one of curiosity. It felt strange; not a typical watchfulness. It was more than predator to prey, more than the regard of combatants waiting to kill or be killed. There was malice in that scrutiny, and a ferocity. They wanted to do harm for harm’s sake. Yes, they would kill the enemy, yes they would consume the prey, but there was a distinct anticipation; they wished to kill for the joy of it, for the pain it would inflict. In that, they were exceedingly human-like.

      “I saw the furry fuckers last night.” Tim had come out of the cabin that BT and the rest had vacated the night before. He was dressed only in Krusty the Clown underwear and white gym socks, which were rapidly turning gray as he stirred through the ash.

      “When?” Mike was somehow more disturbed when he looked Tim’s way.

      “I was on the front porch, eating. Heard some grunting and strange whistles, went and grabbed a flashlight.”

      “What were you doing outside at night?” BT asked.

      “The boy chews his food like an ill-mannered goat. No matter how many times I tell him to close his mouth. It's disgusting.” Mrs. Bennilli came outside, pulling her black shawl tight around her shoulders. “If he’s going to chew like an animal, he’s going to eat outside like one.”

      “Aw, come on, it's not that bad,” Tim said sheepishly.

      “The yetis. Can we get back to that?” Mike asked.

      “So, I’m out here chewing on a liver.”

      “Wait, what?” Mike asked. “Just so we’re clear, this liver, it’s like, a cow’s or something, right? And cooked?”

      “I’m not a savage. I brined it, gave it a nice seasoning rub, and yeah, I cooked it. Fuck, you’re weird.”

      “Excuse my friend, he’s still working on his manners. The yetis?” BT motioned with his hand for Tim to continue.

      “So, I’m eating liver," he looked at Mike as he said it, “licking my fingers even; so damn delicious.” Mike, for his part, kept a brave face, though his stomach lurched at the notion. “I heard the sounds, and grabbed my night vision binocs.”

      “You have night vision binoculars?”

      “I do now. Chuck lent them to me, and since he’s not going to need them anymore, I figure I’ll keep ‘em. Anyone have a problem with that?”

      “All yours, goat man,” Mike told him. “Maybe would have been nice if you'd told us about them, considering our current predicament.”

      “Why? I don’t really trust any of you.”

      “Says the murdering clown,” Mike mumbled.

      “Shut the fuck up, Mike,” BT hissed.

      Tim smacked the side of his head hard. “I don’t like when people whisper around me; makes me very self-conscious.” He smacked himself again. Mrs. Bennilli rested her hand on his before he could do it again.

      “Timmy had a difficult childhood,” she said, as if that explained everything away.

      Tim glared at BT and Mike as if daring them to say something. Mike began to shuffle his feet, watching the ash eddy about. Then, as if Tim’s short fuse had been extinguished, he smiled, believing he had kowtowed the men. “There were three of them, two big ones, and I guess a kid.”

      “A male?” BT asked.

      “I didn’t think to check for a pecker; figured you could do that.”

      Mrs. Bennilli told Tim to bend down, then she smacked him on the back of his head.

      “Sorry, Nonna.” He stood back up. “Now that you mention it, one of them did have these big saggy breasts. You ever see the movie, There’s Something About Mary? That detective dude is spying on Mary looking through the window, and that old lady flashes him? Looked a lot like that, only, more like a double D cup. You want me to bend down again, Nonna?” Tim asked Mrs. Bennilli.

      She clucked her tongue at him.

      “I thought about tossing one off, tits are tits, but I had liver in one hand and binoculars in the other, it was a conundrum.”

      “What am I going to do with you?” an exasperated Mrs. Bennilli shook her head as if he were just the most precocious thing ever.

      “Anyway, the kid is sniffing around Chuck’s trailer, mom comes over, grabs the door handle like she knows what she’s doing, but instead of turning it, she pulls the thing completely out of the frame. It was no harder for her than if she’d just opened it normal.”

      Mike turned back to the lodge. The wooden door was stouter than an RV one, but would it stand up to the forces the yeti was apparently capable of applying? He didn’t think so, and even if it did, the windows were going to be a problem.

      “The kid made some weird sound like a squeal when he stuck his face in the camper. I think he was hungry. The one who may or may not have had a penis (I’ll leave that to you, big man), went inside, busted up a few things, then came out with old Chuck dragging behind him. Smacked Chuck’s head on the two steps down, then he snorted or said something to big tits, and they headed to the woods. A little fine dining, I guess. They sure did me a solid. Tough to get convicted if there’s no body.”

      BT didn’t tell him there was still a femur, a confession, and enough DNA evidence to put him in jail for life. Didn’t make sense to turn a potential ally against them, not now, anyway.

      “It’s snowing.” Mike had a hand out and was gathering equal parts ash and snow.

      “You’re right. We should have gone to Vegas doesn’t snow there,” BT lamented.

      “And weed is legal.” Trip had come outside.

      “Not sure about you, but I’m not going up into the woods to gather firewood,” Mike said.

      “Yeah, I wouldn’t recommend that; the furry fuckers aren’t much more than a hundred yards in,” Tim said.

      “If there’s only three of them, should we hunt them down? Kill them before they kill us?” Mike asked. “They have to sleep at some point; seems with the limited number of sightings over the years, they must be nocturnal.”

      “Linda would make my life a living hell if we actively hunted them down. Tough to call that self-defense.”

      “Look at that!” Tim pointed and laughed. “Big old swinging dick like you letting a woman lead you around by your balls!”

      “Bend!” Mrs. Bennilli yelled. Tim dutifully did so, and she popped him again. It appeared that the irony of what had just transpired was lost on him as he stood back up, still smiling at his quip.

      “If he can’t go with you, little man, I’ll do it,” Tim said.

      “I think I’d rather give myself a colonoscopy with a Dremel,” Mike told him.

      “I do not recommend that,” Trip admonished.

      “Maybe they’ll go on their way.” BT was looking toward the woods. “They ate.”

      “Or maybe they decided that people taste pretty good and are going to stick around to see what the next course is,” Tim said.

      “I won’t taste good; too stringy. You, however, look like you have a little meat on you.” Mike pushed Trip away as the stoner rubbed the other’s belly.

      “Okay, so we won’t actively hunt them, but if they come back here, I think we have every right to defend ourselves. That fair?” Mike asked.

      “I can’t see how Linda would have a problem with that, especially after we tell her about Chuck.”

      Tim and Mrs. Bennilli went back into their cabin. After a moment, BT and the rest retreated into the lodge. Mike was sitting by the window with Trip’s rifle in his lap, going over the numerous problems they faced. It was snowing, and this was Alaska; there was no reason not to think that it might not stop until April. By the time Paul was ready to move, they could very well be snowed in. Food was a big concern even well-rationed. Including the not-so-healthy vending machine fare, they’d be lucky to get ten days' worth. Water wasn’t as bad; they had roughly two months' worth, but even that could be a problem if they had to survive for the winter. Boiling snow was an option; hopefully the fires would be blanketed soon and then they could avoid the layers imbibed with ash. It was difficult fitting the yetis into the survivability scheme. As long as they stayed in the cabins and the giant apes had to come to them, the people had the advantage.

      That was the only part of it Mike felt somewhat comfortable with. He was used to battle, he understood it. His actions and the actions of those around him would have an effect. Out of everything, regardless of right or wrong, he believed the cold would be their biggest problem. Hypothermia could take the strongest of them out of the game overnight. They had some stored firewood, but nothing near enough to keep the frigid temperatures at bay for long. Mike couldn’t help but think the wolves were at the door.

      “How much trouble are we in?” Tracy asked. She was wearing an oversized sweater; she pulled it down over her legs as she curled up on the couch.

      “We’re okay.”

      .Right“I’ve seen that look before; you’re working through the problems. So I’ll ask again: how much trouble are we in?”

      Mike was ready to give her the standard, "We’ll be fine," but decided against it. His wife would see through that immediately. “What if I maybe didn’t answer?” Surprisingly enough, she didn’t press him on it. She stayed next to him, reading a book. Mike turned back to the window; visibility had been reduced to less than twenty feet. The driving wind pushed the snow vertically, blotting out the rest of the campground. If Mike tried hard enough, he could imagine he was aboard a faster-than-light spaceship about to make a jump into hyperspace. He figured the scenarios were similar enough in terms of how isolated they were. As the temperature continued to drop outside, BT made sure to keep the fire within the wood burner stoked. They were all together in the living room but were separated by miles within themselves.

      Tracy finished her book, stood, stretched, and went to the window. She could just make out a smudge of black that was darker than the rest. “Something’s out there!” She pointed.

      Mike focused his mind, which had been cloudy and haze-filled around the edges. He stood to get near her. He followed where she pointed but couldn’t see anything discernible.

      “It moved.” Stephanie was at the next window.

      “You ready?” BT was checking his pistol.

      “No. Let’s go,” Mike told him.

      “Be careful.” Linda opened the door.

      Mike had not realized just how cozy the lodge was. The wind cut through his shirt and hoodie, making him feel as if he’d gone out naked. That the snow clinging to him didn’t immediately melt and soak through was the only half-decent thing about how cold the temperature was. He had the rifle up to his shoulder, finger resting against the trigger well, he didn’t sight in because he still couldn’t find a target, and he didn’t want to blind himself to peripheral threats.

      “It’s Trish!” BT had to shout over the shrieking wind, and still, Mike could barely hear him. He was looking for the others as BT bent down and picked the woman up, and immediately headed back to the lodge. Mike stayed where he was. If she'd made it, then it stood to reason that the others had as well. He wanted to venture further but was fearful he’d travel too far and lose sight of the cabin. Once that happened, it wouldn’t be long before he succumbed, unless he lucked out and stumbled toward another cabin. The storm had picked up in intensity so that when he turned back the way he’d come, the lodge had already all but disappeared. He reluctantly headed back.

      “The others?” Stephanie asked as Linda began to strip off Trish’s wet clothes. Tracy was gathering blankets to warm her up.

      “Hon, Mike, can you drag the couch closer to the stove? Not too close, she has to warm up slowly, or we could put her into shock.” Linda directed them as they found the sweet spot.

      “Does she have any injuries?” BT asked as the two retreated to give them some privacy.

      “Bruising and scrapes but nothing that would signify an attack of any sort. Okay, it’s safe to turn around." Trish was wrapped up in blankets, the blue in her lips was beginning to recede, and a ruddy pink began to replace the deathly pale in her cheeks.

      “Can you get her to talk?” Mike asked.

      “She’s not a prisoner of war!” Linda barked.

      “Hon, he meant so we could ask about the rest of her group,” BT clarified.

      “She needs to rest.”

      “That’s time that the others don’t have, provided they’re still out there.”

      Linda nodded at Mike’s words. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to snap, it’s that, um, I’m beginning to come to terms with just how much trouble we’re in.”

      “No worries, but I want one in the bank for when I invariably do something stupid.”

      “Done.” She turned her attention back to the young woman. “Trish," she said gently, then with more force, “Trish, can you hear me, honey?”

      “NOOOOOO!” Trish sat bolt upright, her eyes wide in fear, not focused on anything. Linda had to move back as Trish punched wildly.

      “Trish, you’re safe.” Tracy went to calm her down, but the punches kept coming.

      “I’ve got sedatives,” Trip announced.

      “No, we need her awake. She’ll come around soon enough. I’ve seen this before.”

      “From soldiers, Mike. She’s just a kid that’s been through something traumatic,” Tracy told him.

      “We were just kids, too.”

      “I know, I know.” She grabbed his hand.

      “Does anyone mind if I give myself one of the tranquilizers?” Trip was heading toward the stairs.

      “Knock yourself out,” BT told him.

      “He didn’t mean that literally.” Stephanie glared briefly at BT.

      “You sure?” Trip asked.

      “Yeah, I’m sure.” BT shook his head.

      “Shouldn’t say stuff like that then.” Trip was disappointed.

      “MAX!” Trish screamed, she looked around as if expecting him to be there. By degrees, her eyes took in her surroundings. “Where’s everyone else?”

      Mike had the feeling she knew the answer before she’d asked the question, much like Paul had.

      “We were hoping you could tell us that.” Linda moved closer, attempting to put an arm around Trish’s shoulders; she was having none of it and shrugged her off. “We’re just trying to help.”

      “We don’t need your help!” Trish raved.

      “Why are you being so combative?” Mike couldn’t help but ask. “Maybe you don’t need help because you’re nice and toasty inside, but what about the four you left with?”

      “That’s not helping,” Stephanie said.

      “I don’t really give a shit. I’m trying to find out from the young lady, who would have frozen to death by now if BT hadn’t brought her inside, if her friends are out there before we risk our lives looking for them. Is that too much to ask?”

      Trish shook with anger or fear, or most likely both before she let her head drop. “Blaire and Porjie were right behind me. Chaz is….” she hesitated, "gone. And maybe Max too. I lost sight of him during the…I don’t even know what it was.”

      “Trip, do you have cold weather gear stored here?” Mike asked.

      “You can’t go out in that, it’s blizzard conditions. There’s a whiteout,” Tracy said.

      “You heard her, Blaire and Porjie were right behind. We have to look.”

      Trip went into the closet and pulled out a trunk that would have been better suited for an Ocean liner from the 1920s. It was enormous and ornate, with gold leaf outlining the oversized locking mechanism and the metal bands that covered the curved top. Leather handles were bolted onto either side for the poor porters tasked with moving it about.

      Mike went over and pulled the lid open. There was a large bundle of purple nylon rope tied neatly; he pulled that out to see four sets of long johns, two heavy winter coats, and three sets of gloves. On the very bottom were two sets of spiked crampons for mountain climbing and one bright neon green snowsuit.

      “Hurts my damn eyes.” Mike tossed the rope to BT. “Could you tie this off?”

      “Why are you the one going?”

      “Because this coat is going to be tight on me, and it doesn’t look like it’ll stretch to accommodate you. Sure wish I'd brought winter boots.” Mike was putting his comfortable hiking boots back on. They were perfect for a moderate trail, not so much for inclement weather.

      “Mike, you have two hundred feet of rope, do not take this off,” BT told him as he tied a loop around Mike’s waist.

      “Why so tight?”

      “Because I know you. If you see something at two hundred and twenty feet, you’ll slide out of it. I’m trying to make sure you can’t do that.”

      “Fair enough.”

      BT tied the other end off onto a heavy table set next to the door.

      “Shit.” Mike was trying to shove his gloved finger into the trigger housing without much luck. “Stephanie, do you have scissors?”

      “What for?” She went behind the counter and grabbed a pair.

      “For this,” he said as he cut off the top of the index finger.

      “You cut off the wrong fingertip.”

      “We go through this every time we go shooting together. I’m a lefty.”

      “Makes no damn sense; you do everything else righty.”

      “We ready?” Mike looked around at the group. There was anxiety on every face except for Trish, who seemed resigned.

      The door was nearly wrenched from BT’s hands as he opened it. The winds had significantly picked up, and snow blasted halfway into the room.

      “Be careful out there,” BT told him. Mike clapped him on the shoulder before leaning into the teeth of the storm.

      “What the hell do I even need the gun for? Can’t see shit.” Mike couldn’t even raise his head for fear the blinding snow would freeze his eyes closed. His goatee was already heavy with accumulated ice. He knew if he didn’t trip over a body, he’d never see it. He pulled up short when he nearly walked into the side of Mrs. Bennilli’s RV. “Fifty feet.” The cold had already begun to seep in; he wished he’d spent the additional couple of minutes it would have taken to put on the long johns. He reasoned that if someone were indeed out here, they wouldn’t have the two minutes to spare. A shooting pain rocketed up his right leg as he stepped awkwardly on an invisible curb.

      “At least I know where I am. Edge of the parking lot, roughly half my rope.” Mike bent and rubbed at his sore ankle. When he stood, he noticed that his rope had gone taut. When did I get stuck on something? was his thought. He tugged on the rope, hoping to pull it free. He didn’t want to backtrack, not yet; time was not on his side and definitely not on the side of anyone lost outside. The rope didn’t budge. “Fuck.” He pulled harder, leaning back, using his full weight. He figured this would be the time it released, and he’d land hard on his ass. He wasn’t overly concerned with breaking his tailbone; there was a decent layer of ash and snow to cushion his fall. Instead of feeling slack, he was violently yanked back. Landing face first, he sputtered to clear his nose and mouth. “What’s going on?” He scrabbled to stand. He was being pulled.

      “BT, stop! I’m fine!” he yelled as loudly as he could. “Come on!” Mike finally got his legs underneath him and stood, bracing his entire body against the forces pulling on him. He was helpless to stop it. His friend was a strong man, but Mike hadn’t realized to what degree. Then the realization dawned on him: it wasn’t BT. Mike struggled trying to reach the rifle strapped to his back; he had one hand on the rope and was attempting to keep his balance. He felt like a fish being reeled in. A large dirty-white shape loomed up ahead, barely visible.

      “Mrs. B’s RV.” Mike had a moment of inspiration. He ran towards the vehicle thinking he would use the resultant slack to his advantage as he dove underneath, near the driver’s side wheel. He then came up by the front grill. He had enough rope to do it again, wedging the rope tightly underneath the tire. “Gotcha.” Mike smiled grimly. He’d stopped his movement, but he was far from out of danger. Wasn’t like the beast wouldn’t be able to figure out where he was. He was able to pull his rifle free, but as of yet, had nothing to shoot at. The rope was once again pulled tight. It was yanked so hard it was losing diameter, the fibers crushing in on themselves.

      “Yeah, fuck you. Now come and get me,” Mike said. A loud squelching sound came from near the tire. A sudden fearful thought occurred: the cord was being pulled underneath the wheel and, eventually, he’d go with it. He didn’t think his body would fair so well making the loops around the tire. The RV rocked and then, impossibly, moved. “What the fuck?” Mike panicked as the front end of the RV was pulled six inches sideways. He fumbled with the rope, but between the gloves and the confounded knot BT had tied, it was impossible to undo. He realized the thing that was supposed to keep him safe was going to be his undoing. He tugged on the rope, wondering if he could somehow slip through. “Shit, shit, shit.” He danced around, attempting to force it down past his hips; it wasn’t working, the RV was slowly but steadily moving. Whatever was at the other end was freakishly strong, Mike wondered why it hadn’t simply walked itself back along the line to collect its prize. He was thankful it wasn’t overly bright.

      “Fuck this.” Mike fired a shot up into the air. Even with the storm, it was heard inside the lodge.

      “What was that!” Tracy ran to the window.

      BT opened the door, and the snow and wind pushed him back half a step. He picked up the end of the slack rope. He pulled it back inside the lodge; when it became tight, he yanked. “It’s stuck!” Another shot rang out. Tracy and Linda came over to help pull; before they could get to him, the rope was yanked hard, burning his hands before he could release it. He barely dodged the table before it took him out. The heavy piece of furniture became wedged in the doorway, then the leg was ripped off in a splintering of wood.

      “It’s here!” BT was convinced only something with unnatural strength would have been able to do something like that.

      “What’s here?” Tracy knew but was too scared to verbalize it.

      “Linda, I need the jacket!” BT had stepped a couple of paces outside.

      She brought the jacket without hesitation. “You can’t go out there! I can’t even see the rope anymore!”

      “Mike’s in trouble!” he yelled to be heard over the roar of the storm.

      Another rifle report. Mike only had two more shots, and he’d yet to scare the yeti away. To compound his problems, the rope was beginning to move around the tire. He knew instinctively that once he was pressed tight against the wheel well like a bug on a windshield, the yeti was going to come and finish the job. He rested the rifle against the vehicle, ripped his gloves off, and frantically pulled at the knot. “Come on!” he yelled when he couldn’t find purchase. For every few inches the RV moved, Mike moved more. He didn't know if unraveling himself was the best course of action or if he would even be able to, as the tire of the vehicle was sitting atop a small portion of the rope. “This can’t be happening.” Mike was struggling to accept this impossible reality.

      A meaty hand slapped down upon his shoulder. He’d been so focused on something coming from the front that the rear attack paralyzed him. It looked like the animal had some smarts after all. He looked to the rifle, knowing it was far too late for that option. Even if he could get to it, he didn’t have the necessary separation to use it.

      “I’ve got you!” Tim shouted. “Stop fighting!”

      “What the fuck is going on!?” Mike turned to see Tim holding a hunting knife. The man had no shirt on and was only wearing SpongeBob underwear. On his feet, he did have heavy wool socks and boots, although the laces were undone. “Are you here to kill me?”

      “Why would I do that?” Tim asked as he reached around and cut the rope. It zipped down and around and then was lost in the maelstrom. Tim had turned and was heading to the cabin. “We should probably go!” he shouted back. Mike was torn. By now, those in the lodge knew he was in trouble. He couldn't continue his search, but going back blind and with the enemy close made no sense.

      Please don’t come and look for me, he thought, hopefully.

      “I have to go and look for him!” BT was panicking.

      “Tim, they’re going to come looking for me. I need to let them know I’m okay.”

      The grin he gave Mike was colder than the surrounding storm. It looked like something a joyful murderer might give their victim a moment before extinguishing their life.

      “Nonna!” Tim yelled from the door. “I need your keys!”

      Stacy ran to him. Unlike her cousin, she appeared to be dressed in as many layers as she could safely carry.

      “You’re going to love this.” He pressed a button on the keys, Mike thought he heard a slightly chirping sound and possibly the start of an engine. Tim pressed another button.

      BT was out the door, against the desperate wishes of his wife. “You hear that?” he asked, stopping suddenly. Linda had gripped the side of his jacket, subconsciously attempting to keep him inside. “It’s…it’s a horn...and...is that Kool and the Gang? What is going on?”

      “Get down on it?” Linda asked.

      “Here, talk into this.” Tim handed the remote to Mike.

      “What am I supposed to do with this?”

      “Bluetooth to the horn,” Tim told him. “I’m going back in; I think I froze my dick.”

      “Hey!” Mike shouted, surprised when he heard his voice echo back from the parking lot. “I’m fine! A yeti is out here! Hunker down—I’ll come back after the storm! Please tell me you got that!”

      BT fired a round in response.

      “See you soon! Love you all!”

      Another shot.

      “Fuck me.” Mike's heart pounding, he sagged with relief. He shut down the van and headed in. “Jesus!” Mike turned quickly. Tim had pulled his underwear down and had his pelvis pushed forward close enough to the wood-burning stove he was in danger of sizzling his short and curlies.

      “Ever freeze your dick? It hurts so bad thawing it out. Feels like I accidentally whacked the head with a hammer, twice.”

      Mike winced at the thought of it.

      “Again!?” Mrs. Bennilli yelled. “Maybe if you didn’t go running out in your underwear, this wouldn’t happen.”

      “If I'd taken the time to dress, we wouldn’t have a guest.”

      “Pah.” She turned away as she waved with her hand. She sat down in a chair, sipping a cup of tea as if nothing all that strange was going on.

      Tim started hopping around. “It burns! Damn!” He penguin walked toward the sink where he splashed himself with water. Stacy got a good chuckle out of the whole thing.

      “I, umm, wanted to thank you for saving me.”

      “It’s what civilized people do, according to Nonna. She said I had to, that it was probably the dumbass Talbot in trouble.”

      “Only a fool goes out in a blizzard.” Mrs. Bennilli looked up, not at all embarrassed by her echoed words.

      “The college kids are out there,” Mike offered in defense.

      “They should request their tuition back. All that money spent on higher education, and here they are, the dumbest of us all. Except maybe for him.” She smiled, thrusting a thumb to Tim, who was furiously splashing cold water onto his nethers.

      “Did you see it?” Stacy asked as Tim turned around.

      “Hard not to,” Mike answered.

      “What’d it look like?”

      Mike was confused by the question. “I don’t know," he shrugged, "I don’t generally check that kind of thing out. A scared purple turtle maybe?”

      “A yeti looked like a scared, purple turtle? I would have figured they’d be white. Yellow? And really hairy, you know, like a bear had a baby with a sheep,” Stacy pondered.

      “Oh, them,” Mike responded.

      Stacy laughed until tears fell from her eyes.

      “Timothy, put some pants on!” Mrs. Bennilli shouted then shook her head. "Chooch."

      Mike stared out the window, not wanting to make small talk but, more importantly, making sure the ferocious animal wasn't about to break in. He turned when he heard a loud swooshing sound coming down the hallway. He felt as if his retinas were on fire as he looked at Tim; the man had donned perhaps the brightest striped balloon pants ever produced.

      “Nice, huh?” Tim was smiling.

      “Sure,” Mike told him before normalizing his vision by peering into the snow.

      “What’s the matter with them?” Tim moved closer.

      “Nothing,” Mike replied.

      “I asked you a question.” Tim pushed against Mike’s shoulder.

      “And I answered.”

      “Come on, you can tell me. I won’t punch you in the face hard enough to lay your nose flat or break an orbital socket.”

      “That’s pretty specific.” Mike turned to face the newest threat. He was face to nipple with the oversized man.

      “Timmy.” Mrs. Bennilli stood up, she’d obviously seen this display before and was attempting to diffuse the situation.

      “No.” Tim held up his hand to her. “I saved this punk’s ass out there, and now he’s going to disrespect me in my own home? My father taught me that something like that couldn’t go unpunished.”

      “Your father was an asshole,” Mrs. Bennilli told him, “God rest his soul.”

      “That very well may be, but—”

      “Listen, Tim, I cannot express to you how thankful and appreciative I am of your help. And I don’t want any trouble with you.”

      “Of course you don’t. Who would?” He flexed his pecs, the muscle bouncing off Mike’s nose. “What the fuck is wrong with my pants?”

      “I don’t like clowns.”

      “The fuck you say?” Tim stepped away so he could look Mike in the eye.

      “I said I don’t like clowns.”

      “Come here!” Tim wrapped him up in a hug, although he tried to shy away from it. Tim pressed his chest hard against Mike, smushing his face. “Everyone loves clowns! We’re a national treasure, right up there with Mickey Mouse. Oh, sorry about that,” he said when he let him go. “Your face has a sheen to it; I like to moisturize with Sesame Oil.”

      “I don’t like Mickey either.”

      “Now you're just trying to be difficult.”

      “Timothy, it’s a rat. He’s right not to like the dirty vermin,” Mrs. Bennilli told him as she whacked his shoulder with a pillow. “And stop wasting my sesame oil!”

      “I need to be properly moisturized!”

      Mike couldn’t help but think of another murderer who liked his skin moisturized, well that wasn’t quite right; it was his victims’ skin he liked moisturized. But skin he ended up donning, so, sort of the same thing, even if it was just a fictionalized killer.

      Tim went back to his room. Mike hoped it was to change. Instead, he came back with a ruffly bright yellow shirt to accentuate his pants. He knew the clown was screwing with him, seeing what kind of reaction he could garner, but if he figured it for a slight, Mike didn’t think Tim would hesitate with a real attack, no matter what Nonna said. Mike stared out the window like the skeletal structure of his face depended on it.

      Night descended quickly. The events of the day had Mike exhausted, but short of sleeping outside, he couldn’t think of a less comfortable place he’d wish to get some shut-eye. Tim, Stacy, and Mrs. Bennilli were wholly unconcerned with guard duty. Mike had brought it up, and for the most part, he’d been ignored.

      “It’s not like they’re going to sneak in. We’ll hear it if they decide to come crashing through the door,” Tim told him before heading off to bed.

      “That’s fine, I’ll stand guard.”

      “You do you,” Tim told him.

      Mike made it a few hours before the pull was too heavy. His head lolled to the side, and he was out cold.
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      Mike was startled awake, a hand across his mouth. He tensed as he waited for the blade to slide in. It was Stacy. She had a finger to her lips as she slowly pulled her hand away from his face.

      “Outside," she whispered. “I heard something.”

      Mike was thankful it hadn’t been an advance on her part. Knowing this family, when he rejected her, she was likely to beat him to death with a mallet. He sat up quickly and attempted to stand, but Stacy had been fixated on what was going on outside and had not moved. They collided, and he fell back with her falling on top of him.

      “What the fuck!?” Tim shouted. “Are you boinking my cousin, you sick bastard? You’re like, double her age, and you’re married!”

      “Tim, shut up, we’re not boinking. I heard something, so I woke him up.”

      “How were you trying to wake him up?” he asked, leering.

      “Cousin, you have got to stop watching porn. Not everything leads to sex. People don’t screw others while they’re sleeping, no one has ever got their arm stuck in a dryer, and I can guarantee if another woman walks in on a couple having sex, she won’t want to join or even be invited to.”

      “You sure do know a lot about those kinds of things,” Tim told her.

      “Ha ha. I’ve seen your browser history, cuz. Ever hear of incognito mode?”

      “Can I get up now?” Mike turned his head away from the breast firmly planted on the side of his face.

      “Sorry.” Stacy stood up.

      “Good thing you weren’t messing with her!” Tim was pointing a finger at Mike.

      “I’m not so sure why you bothered saving me if you’re in such a rush to beat my ass.”

      “Saving you wasn’t my idea, remember?”

      “Will you two shut up? There’s something outside.”

      Mike found himself uncomfortably close to Tim as they both headed to the window. The storm had run its course; moonlight sifted through the constant cloud cover, giving the snow-covered ground a haunted glow.

      “Help me!” The dampening effects of the snow made it impossible to tell if the words had been screamed from a great distance or whispered nearby.

      “Sounds like a trap,” Tim said as Mike rushed for the door.

      “Yeah, the yetis learned English overnight and are baiting a trap,” Mike told him as he braced for the cold. Snow had drifted halfway up the door and fell into the cabin as Mike pushed through it.

      “You’re going to clean that up!” Tim called after him.

      Now that the storm was through and Mike could see more than a few feet, there wasn’t a chance in hell he was stepping back in Tim’s. As far as he could tell, the ground in front wasn’t disturbed by footprints, regular or extreme sized.

      “Help me.”

      His heart began to pound as he saw a figure emerging from around an empty cabin. His first instinct was to rush to their aid, but something wasn’t right; they weren’t moving away from the edge of the cabin, and he could see that the person’s head kept looking to the side.

      Tim came out and marched past Mike.

      “I don’t think that’s a good idea,” Mike told him.

      “Just because you’re a scared little bitch doesn’t mean I am too.”

      Mike wanted to just say fuck it and let Tim go and explore. The last time he’d been so tempted was when he’d been trying to lose a few pounds by dieting, and he’d been offered a deep-fried hamburger. He’d caved then, but he didn’t think that was such a wise maneuver this time.

      “Tim, make them come to you.” Mike moved to the side to line up a shot.

      “Why?” Mike didn’t think Tim was asking him, but rather questioning the situation, most likely sensing something as well.

      “This isn’t right. Whoever you are, step away from the cabin.”

      “Please help me," she begged.

      “Blaire? Is that you?” Mike asked.

      “It’s got me; you have to help.”

      Mike saw tears falling from her face like glittering jewels of sadness.

      “What’s got you?” Mike kept the rifle to his shoulder and his eye to the sights as he kept swinging farther to the side.

      “What the fuck is going on?” Tim hissed.

      “Its got her, and it's trying to bring more of us closer.”

      “Oh bullshit. You’re telling me the stupid giant monkey is using her as bait?”

      “That’s exactly what I’m telling you, and aren’t you’re the one who just told me this sounded like a trap?”

      Tim’s face expressed how he felt about that, but he didn’t move any closer. “I was just fucking with you.”

      “Blaire, how many are there?” Mike asked. Her body jerked like she was a marionette being controlled by a puppeteer who was in the midst of a seizure. Blaire groaned from the abuse.

      Mike hadn’t seen it before due to the shadows, but as he crept closer, he saw an incredibly beefy hand wrapped around her midsection. “Blaire, stay with me," he said as her eyes began to roll back into her head.

      “Hurts," was all she managed to say.

      “You gonna shoot her?” Tim asked.

      Mike looked up for a moment and at Tim.

      “I meant the thing holding her.”

      Mike had finally moved far enough around that he caught sight of the animal gripping Blaire. It let loose a voluminous cry, a loud, mournful sound that howled like a gale-force wind ripping through a forest. To Mike, it sounded more like a calling for backup than a warning for him to step back. It wasn’t afraid of him, and why should it be? As far as Mike knew, not one ever, at any time in history, had been shot or captured by a human.

      “Who's out there?” BT called from across the parking lot.

      “Mike and Tim! One of those things has Blaire. I’m trying to get a clean shot, but it’s using her as a shield,” Mike called out.

      “I’m coming,” BT replied.

      “Not a good idea, buddy. I think it just made a landline call to its friends.”

      “You okay?” BT asked.

      “As well as can be expected.” Mike didn’t want to say any more, fearful that the ever-volatile Tim would take that moment to attack him. “Tim saved me.”

      “Tim?” BT could not keep the incredulity out of his voice.

      “It wasn’t my idea!” Tim shouted as if in defense of his actions.

      “They killed Chaz.” A sob escaped Blaire. “Ate him alive.”

      “Did she just say they ate him alive?” Tim asked. “I didn’t think monkeys were meatatarians.”

      “Carnivores, you mean?” Mike asked.

      “Did you understand what I meant?” Tim finished as Mike nodded. “Then shut the fuck up about it. No wonder everyone hates a critic; always in such a rush to correct someone else because they’re so fucking perfect. Probably blow a blood vessel in their brain if someone corrected them the way they’re always correcting others. Ooh! Ooh! I found a mistake! Look at me, a superior human being going to point it out to the ignoramus. Again, just shut the fuck up about it and keep your feelings of superiority to yourself.”

      A puff of white blew up from the ground to Mike’s right. He wasn’t sure what it was until one came much closer. The yetis were throwing rocks again, and from the size of the impact hole, if he were to get hit by one, he’d be in some serious trouble.

      “Incoming!” Mike yelled, trying to keep an eye on the sky and also Blaire. The animal holding her was pulling her further along the side of the cabin, making it more difficult for Mike to see them both while also luring him away from the parking lot and any help.

      “Please!” Blaire begged, an arm outstretched. The yeti was trying to hide behind the woman, but that was effective as BT hiding behind a stop sign. He had to take a shot. The rock barrage was still happening, and he could hear the heavy footfalls of another coming. Mike aimed a foot above Blaire’s head; the pounding of blood through his extremities made it difficult to stay on target. He hesitated then fired. A spray of blood flew up into the air; he was afraid to look, thinking he would see Blaire’s brains glistening on the muted moonlit snow. The ensuing howl was unearthly. Mike backed up in fear, his rifle still at the ready.

      “Did you hit it?” Tim had come around and was close, the blade of his knife held out in front.

      Another howl, this one sounded more like anger, rage that the human had the audacity to wound the mightiness that was Yeti. Blaire was smashed into the side of the cabin, the first time she gave a strangled "ung" as blood caught in her throat. By the third time she was swung like a dirty rug into the wall, all the sound that came from her was the crunch of bones breaking.

      “You should shoot it again.” Tim had backed up past Mike.

      “I only have one bullet left.”

      The yeti held Blaire’s lifeless body above its head then ripped her in half. Mike fired his last bullet. He hoped it hit center mass, but he wasn’t going to hang around to find out.

      “I’m going to reload, come and get you, Stacy, and your grandmother!” Mike said as he ran to the main lodge. A rock whistled toward him, ripped through the jacket, and scraped his arm. A stone bigger than Mike’s head smashed into the front end of Mrs. Bennilli’s RV. The aluminum caved in around the foreign object, cradling it like a mother with a newborn.

      “Go!” Mike motioned as he ran toward the lodge. BT was holding the door open. So many rocks were falling all around, it was as if a volcano had erupted a torrent of them. He thought this might be what the Pompeiians felt like when Vesuvius blew. Sure, these weren’t molten, but they would still kill on contact. BT waited until Mike was in then closed the door behind him. Tracy gave him a hug, which he gratefully accepted.

      The assault continued for another twenty minutes. When it was over, the silence felt heavy, ominous. When Mike opened the door, he fully expected a yeti to be standing in the frame, lunging for him. He was thankful that wasn’t the case.

      “Tim!”

      “Yeah?” came the answer.

      “Everyone all right?”

      “Nonna’s pretty pissed about her ride, but other than that.”

      “I’m coming over to get all of you.”

      “They took off; grabbed the one you shot and bolted.”

      As much as Mike didn’t want to, he still pressed. “They’ll be back.”

      “Gonna let you in on a little secret, Talbot. I don’t like people much.”

      “Looks like we agree on something,” Mike told him. Tim was silent. “So I take it you’re not coming over then?”

      “Don’t ever let anyone tell you that you’re not smart. Good luck; not that I really give a shit, but I think courtesy dictates I make the gesture.”

      “You’re sort of nullifying that by telling me you don’t care.”

      “If you get out of this, I’ll buy you a beer to make it up.”

      “Good luck, Tim.”

      “You mean that?”

      “What do you think?” Mike responded.

      “I don’t like many people in this world, Talbot, and you’re not one of them.”

      Mike couldn’t help but snort, wetly. He blamed it on the exhaustion and his ability to store away the nightmares.

      “Where’s Trish?” Mike asked.

      “We put her up in our bed,” Linda said.

      Mike relayed everything from the moment he’d walked out into the storm.

      “Do you think any of the other kids are alive?” Stephanie asked.

      They paused when they heard grunting from behind the counter, Paul slowly shuffled his way out into the room. If his movements were any indication of how slowly he was healing, leaving in a week was out of the question.

      “I don’t see how; not after that storm. Not unless they found shelter.” Mike left the part out about and if the yetis didn’t find them.

      “How are you doing?” Tracy asked Paul as she helped him sit.

      “Like a donkey kicked me in the chest. Which is far better than I have been.”

      “I have got to get some sleep. BT, want to get me up in a couple of hours and I’ll take a shift?”

      “I’ve got this," Paul ventured. "Sick of sleeping. All I do is see Errin’s face, and I’d like to think I was helping instead of just being dead weight. I realize if it wasn’t for me, all of you could have hiked out of here.” His eyes dropped, not wanting to look straight at anyone.

      “Yeah, and we would have been caught out in a blizzard. You probably saved us,” Tracy told him.

      Mike nodded, again his wife was right.

      “Don’t worry; I’ll stay up with him. I have tons of multiverse stories I can tell him, and he’s not half bad in some of them,” Trip said.

      The company stared for a moment.

      Stephanie smiled wanly and shrugged as if to say, what can you do?

      Mike generally wasn’t one for cuddling; he couldn't handle being restrained, got tremors of panic from the inability to move around when he chose. Tonight, however, he was so exhausted he didn’t think twice about how close his wife was, her arm draped over his side, daring him to get out of bed without her knowing about it. She didn’t need to worry.

      The next morning when Mike awoke, he thought it was still the dead of night, the light filtering through the window would have been hard-pressed to outshine a candle from across the room. He went over to discover snow was again falling, but not like the previous storm. “Shit.” Winter-like weather in Alaska was no place to get caught without supplies. Denver was unique in the fact that generally, the day after a large storm, it would be in the fifties, and folks would have to worry about flooding as the snow melted away. Mike suspected that wasn’t going to be the case here. The snow would just keep piling up and would not begin to dwindle until sometime in March. The blizzard had dropped eighteen inches, and the storm looked like it was settled in place. Walking through knee-high snow was exhausting. Limited supplies, limited cold-weather gear. If they made a go at it, it would have to be two people trying to get to help. “That’s not going to work.” Mike was looking up at the sky.

      “What isn’t?” Tracy asked, handing him a cup of coffee.

      “You sure you want to know?”

      “No; tell me anyway.” She sat on the edge of the bed.

      “Us hiking out isn’t going to happen. Not until the spring, anyway.”

      “You’re not thinking of doing it on your own, are you?”

      “I thought about it.” He turned to look at her. “I’m not feeling good about my chances. Everything is white; getting lost in the Alaskan wilderness is not my idea of a good time. I’d have to make it around the yeti cordon, and if I did, the likelihood I could get someone to come help us is limited. I’ve got to imagine there are far worse disasters being contended with right now. The best I could hope to do is find some sort of tracked vehicle with a cab big enough to drive us out of here. I’ve seen them in sci-fi movies; not sure if they exist.”

      Tracy’s face lit up. “You beautiful genius!”

      “Not sure if anyone has ever used those descriptors for me, but go on, I like where you’re headed.”

      “Snowmobiles!” she blurted out.

      “Okay?” Mike was confused.

      “There was a motorsports store not more than five miles from here. Quads, four-wheelers…”

      “Snowmobiles,” Mike finished.

      “We hike there and take those, get as far away from here as possible. If we get to Anchorage, I would think there’d be a way to get back to the lower forty-eight.”

      “Let’s bring this to everyone else,” Mike said. “And I’m taking credit.”

      “My ass," she said as she bolted for the door.

      For the first time since the earthquake had struck, the group had a glimmer of hope. Tracy's idea seemed sound. There were still some logistics to go over, but a five-mile hike was much more doable than fifteen, certainly better than twenty.

      “They have jackets, too!” Stephanie hugged Tracy.

      Having adequate fuel and getting an injured Paul and an older Mrs. Bennilli to the store were the primary concerns. They would still give Paul a few more days before striking out, but the mood was somewhat festive, especially given that Trip had broken out a bottle of vodka.

      The night was mostly quiet; the yetis had refrained from attacking the group. The consensus was that Mike had indeed killed one of them and that they were mourning. Or plotting revenge. That particular point of view was Mike’s, and the group did the best they could to dispel the notion, although it had stuck like a particularly nasty parasite, feasting on brain matter rather than blood.

      “Shit,” Mike said the following day, partly due to the hangover he was grappling with, the rest to the still falling snow, which was easily over two feet by this time. At this pace, by the time Paul was ready to go, they’d have to tunnel their way out.

      “What about a sled or something?” Mike asked as the group began to settle down onto couches.

      “Going to need more context than that, buddy,” BT told him.

      “I feel like crap. I should have drank the good stuff,” Trip said as he picked through the pills in his hand, looking for the best one to alleviate his symptoms.

      “The good stuff? What’s wrong with the one we drank?” BT asked.

      “I already drank it then filled the bottle back up with a local vodka, Dog’s Hair, or something like that. Only five bucks a gallon,” Trip offered in the way of defense. “Two guys make it in their bathtub. Strangely enough, one of the guy’s nicknames is Dog.”

      “I’m going to have to kill him,” Mike said, crossing the room.

      “What? They clean it out after they bathe.”

      Tracy had her hand on Mike’s shoulder. “The alcohol will have likely killed everything,” she told him.

      “Yeah, us included. Are you with me on the visual here?” Mike was staring holes through Trip.

      “Unfortunately, I am.”

      “The sled, Mike. Get back to the sled so I can think of something else,” BT beseeched.

      “I, um, yeah.” Mike shook his head, trying to get Dog’s hair out of his mind. “This snow doesn’t look like it’s going to stop anytime soon. I think we should go to the store, grab some snowmobiles and some sleds and get out of here today or maybe tomorrow, depending on when this gets done.”

      “Are we sure they have sleds?” Tracy asked.

      “I don’t know, but we’re going to have to try. Worst case, they don’t; we get a couple of snowmobiles and then shuttle folks to the store. I think us leaving sooner is our only option.”

      “I’m truly sorry,” Paul offered.

      “It’s not your fault,” Stephanie told him. There were nods of agreement all around.

      “I’ll go with you,” Trip volunteered.

      Mike wanted to unequivocally say no, but out of the available applicants, he was the best for a variety of reasons. BT had to stay back and offer defense, should they need it, and not that Stephanie, Linda, and most assuredly Tracy weren’t highly capable individuals, but Mike was still stuck on good old-fashioned (and probably far outdated) chivalry.

      “Trip, and I should go,” BT offered.

      “That’d be a great idea if you hadn't eaten all your vegetables and everyone else’s at the table when you were growing up,” Mike told him. “There’s nothing that’s going to fit you, and it’s got to be close to ten degrees out, and that’s not including the windchill.”

      “Stupid Brussel's sprouts. Why did you have to be so delicious?” BT asked.

      “It’s true. I can’t stand the sight or stink of them, but he eats them by the bushel, or however they grow,” Linda replied.

      “I’m not sure if Mike even knows what one looks like,” Tracy quipped.

      “Yeah, and we should keep it that way," he came back. “You ready to get going?”

      “Now? I just took a hellacious rip off a bong,” Trip replied.

      “When? You haven’t left the room,” Paul stated.

      “I don’t remember, but since I’m always usually taking a rip, it makes sense.” Trip was stripping down in the living room to put on his long johns. “Fair warning, I usually go commando.”

      “You don’t know for sure?” BT asked in alarm.

      Trip shrugged.

      Fifteen minutes later, Mike had enough layers he figured he could give an onion a run for its money. “Okay, figure two hours, maybe three, to make the distance, get some snowmobiles, maybe set up a sled or two, and then get back. I can’t see it taking more than four hours. And if that’s the case, I say we just head out today; there will be plenty of daylight left. We need to go, or I’m going to start sweating. I’m going to head over and tell Mrs. B what’s going on.” Mike said his goodbyes, got a kiss from Tracy, and was heading out the door when Trish pulled a Lazarus.

      “You can’t go out there!” she shrieked. “They’ll kill you! They’ll kill us! They’ll kill us all!”

      “Honey, do you want to maybe get some more sleep?” Stephanie moved closer to the traumatized young woman.

      “Don’t fucking touch me!” Her eyes were wild as she backed up and put her hands in front of herself.

      “Okay, I won’t touch you, but we’ve come up with a plan, a way to get out of here.” Stephanie was using as soothing a voice as she could.

      “No one’s getting out of here.” A dry laugh barked from her throat. “We’re all just meat to them! Ironic, don’t you think? I’ve never let anything pass by my lips that had a face, and now…and now I’m the chopped liver of the whole fucking world!”

      Mike didn’t think it worked like that. Gazelles never ate pork chops, but lions still feasted on them all the time. There was no quid pro quo in the animal kingdom, a place they’d all been forcibly reminded they belonged to.

      “Come on, honey.” Stephanie wrapped her arm around Trish. It seemed the woman’s earlier protestation was already forgotten.

      Mike glanced at the group and the collective concern in their eyes as Trip opened the door. “Are you coming?” he asked.

      Mike’s first inclination was to say no; instead, he wordlessly followed. The snow was nearly up to his crotch, and he was fearful of what long exposure to the cold might do to him or, more specifically, his beloved jewels. The walking was even more difficult than he imagined. The earlier snow from the blizzard had crusted over but not enough to support the weight of a human. And the pace was brutal. A boot would be pulled up and out, over two feet in the air, then coming down it would sink six inches easily enough before meeting a false resistance. Pressure from the step would then cause the whole leg to fall right through to the hard pack over two feet below. Mike could feel the discomfort building already, and they weren’t even across the parking lot yet.

      “What the fuck are you two idiots doing?” Tim came to the door in purple underwear with the face of Barney across the fly and a threadbare robe around his shoulders.

      Mike was happy he didn’t have to walk the extra fifty feet. “We’re heading to the motorsports store to get some snowmobiles,” Mike told him, having to pause to catch his breath.

      “I’d offer to come, but I don’t want to. Don’t get eaten.” Tim turned and shut the door.

      “He’s fun.” Trip turned and picked up the grueling march. Mike followed in the holes he made. It was easier, but not by much.

      “Trip, hold up.” Mike was bent over with a stitch in his side, and the hamstring on his left leg was twitching, promising to seize up at the most inopportune time. They’d walked perhaps two miles, and it had been Mike’s intention to take the lead and let Trip draft, as it were, for a while, but each step had become more laborious than the last. Leading was out of the question, and he wasn’t sure how much longer he could follow. He wondered how selfish it would be if he told the other man to continue and come pick him up after he’d got a snowmobile. There were at least two problems he could see immediately. The first was it was extremely cold and standing still waiting could lead to hypothermia, and second, Trip might forget the task he was out for and simply wander off into the mountains.

      “You should eat more bananas,” Trip advised, watching Mike rub the back of his leg.

      “I’ll keep that in mind the next time I’m in a situation like this.”

      “I’ll let you in on a little secret. You’re in more situations like this than you’d care to know.”

      “What the hell does that mean?”

      “Juicy Fruit?” Trip offered Mike some gum. “It’s banana flavored.”

      “You’re a strange one, Trip. I think I’m good to go for a while longer. How are you doing?”

      “Not too bad. It’s amazing what you can accomplish when you disengage your mind.”

      “I bet.”

      Trip was plowing through the snow, Mike doing his best to keep pace. His deceit-plotting leg muscles had, so far, not betrayed him. Sweat was pouring from him, exhaustion making his limbs feel leaden. He’d been on twenty-six-mile forced marches with a full pack of gear in the Corps, and he’d not been half as tired. Of course, he’d been half the age and not goose-stepping the entire time. He was wrung out. Each plodding step forward was a battle of determination and will. He kept his head down and his teeth gritted together; he’d been so focused on the task he hadn’t realized Trip had stopped. He stumbled into the back of the other man’s legs and fell over. There were long seconds where he didn’t even try to move. His body craved the rest and threatened to seize up if he moved too soon.

      “Almost there.” Trip had offered a hand up. He refused it, not because he didn’t need the help, but he could see the strain on Trip’s face as well. As bad as it had been for himself, he couldn’t even conceive of how difficult it must have been blazing the trail. As Mike stood, he groaned as he realized that "almost there" didn’t mean that they were in the parking lot ten feet from the front door.

      “Just another mile.”

      If Mike had been alone, he might have cried, like he did that time he watched Toy Story. His kids had fallen asleep halfway through, and he was unlikely to get caught. When Tracy had come in, he wiped his eyes and feigned a yawn in an attempt to explain the moisture away.

      The indefatigable Trip was flagging; he stopped every third step, but Mike didn’t utter one word of complaint. Mostly because it was too much effort to do so. Also, he was breathing too heavily, and more importantly, it gave him a chance to recoup some energy, brief as it might be. His heart physically hurt. It throbbed like a thumb slammed in a car door. With each bashing beat, he wondered when it would finally say it had had enough. When he deigned to look up again, he wondered why the sign in the distance was no closer. If anything, it may have been farther away, although, that could have had to do with his vision beginning to tunnel.

      “Of all the things.” Mike had his hands on his sides and leaned back for a moment. A headache formed against his temples and pressed on his forehead. “I’m heading toward dehydration.” He knew that it could be easier to get dehydrated in the cold because you were less aware of it, he just never figured that would be an issue on a five-mile jaunt. He’d not bothered to grab water, believing it would only be an added burden in what was already going to be an arduous journey. “Fucking stupid.” He waited until the worst of the pain was over before following Trip.

      He was two hundred feet behind Trip when the other man made it to the entrance. He dug around the door so that he could pull it open. He felt bad he wasn’t there to help while simultaneously relieved. As Mike finally found his way in, Trip tossed him a bottle of water.

      “Thank you,” he coughed out after nearly choking on a large swallow. “I mean, for everything. I don’t think I could have made this on my own.” Those were tough words for Mike to verbalize; help wasn’t something Marines were comfortable asking for.

      The showroom was packed with vehicles of all sorts. Motorcycles, dirt bikes, four-wheelers, quads, wave runners, and snowmobiles. It was an outdoor enthusiast's motorized dream world. Even though there wasn’t a soul for miles and they were doing this out of dire necessity, Mike kept wondering when he’d see flashing reds and blues as the cops rolled onto the scene. As much as he’d want to, there was no way he was going to be able to make a run for it, either.

      “Well, that doesn’t make sense now, does it, Talbot?” Mike was sitting at James Pearson’s desk, waiting for the misfiring of his leg muscles to quiet down.

      “What’s that?” Trip asked as he tossed a bag of beef jerky onto the desk.

      “If the cops show, I’m not going to run.”

      “Why not?” Trip eyed him suspiciously. “Are you a narc?”

      “We’re trying to get help, remember?”

      “Right, right. You going to eat that?”

      “You just put it there. Do you mind if I get a piece?”

      “I guess it’ll be all right; there’s a whole box of them. Must have been getting ready to fill the vending machine.” And still, he eyed the one Mike was working on.

      “Holy shit, man, here.” Mike pushed the bag over, and, after two failed attempts, he stood, albeit wobbly. “In the backroom?”

      “Haven’t you already had enough?” Trip asked around a mouthful. Mike had eaten some but, more importantly, had filled up on water to the point he could feel it sloshing around in his belly. “Where are the keys?”

      “Lockbox in the manager’s office,” Trip said from his prone position on the floor.

      Mike pulled on the latch. “Locked. You have got to be kidding me.” It wasn’t a bank vault, but it was going to take more wasted time and energy getting it open, and he couldn’t help but feel that there was a huge invisible timer ticking away. When it reached zero, what happened was not likely to be pleasant.

      “Trip, I’m heading to the parts department, see if I can find something to smash this thing open.” The other man was snoring softly. “Sweet dreams, man. You earned it,” he whispered.

      Mike ripped through a few boxes. Swinging a shock absorber around, he decided it didn’t have the heft needed to get the job done, but it was all he could find until he walked out of the backroom. Through a barred window, he spotted the service center. “Twenty yards, you can do that, right?” He wasn’t so sure. His legs felt wooden and his heart fluttered in protest.

      To make matters worse, the door opened outward, which meant he would first have to go out the front and around, tripling his trek. He pushed the door open before realizing he’d forgotten the rifle. He nearly said screw it, then he remembered how much he’d missed having water with him and went back. Rifle in hand, he steeled his resolve, or at least aluminized it, then headed out. He wasn’t more than ten high-steps in when his legs decided he’d not had enough recuperative time. They both vibrated as if they were getting ready to do a spectral-possessed mamba.

      “This is infuckingsane.” He was looking at the service door, hoping it was unlocked. He heard a heavy chuffing sound off to his side, his first thought was that the yetis had followed them. As large as the beasts were, this snow would hardly be an impediment for them. If he didn’t get into position soon, they would be upon him before he could say double rack of ribs with a side of throbbing hamstrings. He turned; his left leg didn’t. Pain shot upwards from his hyperextended knee, and he fell in a puff of white. He could not help but think this was a shitty way to die; in his mind, he always figured it would be in a blaze of glory, defending those he loved.

      The snorting and chuffing were closer; only the massive fists beating down on his body had yet to happen. Apparently, yetis weren’t above playing with their food. When he finally propped his head up, the sight was not what he’d been expecting. A bear cub was ten feet away, watching him, curiosity in her eyes. Mike stood slowly; she might have only been a young bear, but she easily weighed a hundred pounds, and if she wanted to do damage, she most certainly could. Mike’s knee ached, but he didn’t think he’d done much more than stretch it too far. In a day or two, he figured he’d be right as rain...whatever the fuck that meant.

      “Hi, little bear.” Mike raised his free hand in a gesture of goodwill. “I’m just going to leave you alone, okay? I’m sure momma is close by, and I don’t want anything to do with her. Cool?” Mike tried to back away, it was not a maneuver the snow was going to allow him. Showing his back to a predator was not a wise move, but he was at a loss as to what to do. When the momma bear came along, she wasn’t going to see anything that the human was doing as non-threatening. Dead by grizzly was just as dead by yeti. Sure, he’d have an extraordinary story to tell at the Pearly Gates, but he had some things he wanted to accomplish before he had that conversation, and first and foremost was getting everyone the fuck out of Alaska. As soon as Mike turned, he heard more snorting and grunting, and when he carefully looked back around, the cub had halved the distance. His heart, which had already been exerted from the exercise, ticked up a notch from the shot of adrenaline.

      Mike did the only thing afforded to him and began to plow through the snow on all fours. The more powerful bear followed enthusiastically, crashing into Mike’s rump, sending him sprawling face-first into the snow. He came up quickly, spitting out the coldness. The bear had come back around and swatted him with her paw. Mike rolled twice and came to a stop.

      “What the fuck bear!” he yelled.

      The animal cocked its head to the side as if to say, "Do you not like my playful gestures?" She bounded, smacking into Mike’s shoulder, pushing him hard into the ground. He felt like he’d been lowered into his final resting spot as he stared at the stark walls made of ice around him. Fearful of sticking his head up and becoming a life-sized game of Whack-a-Mole, he decided there and then it would not be nearly as fun to play when you were the one taking the hits. Mike had to duck down the moment he sat up, as the bear was ready to plant him again.

      “Stop!” Mike placed his hands up. “Just stop!” He didn’t like raising his voice; he was certain momma would be pissed he was yelling at her cub, but the yelling appeared to have confused the bear long enough that he was able to fully stand and brush the worst of the snow off. The cub watched as he dug out around the door and was finally able to swing it open. He’d been sufficiently battered around enough that he forgot why he’d even gone over to the garage in the first place. The smell of old oil and grease was comforting in a familiar type of way. The small waiting room was decorated in plastic furniture fashionable in the seventies, with garish colors to match. To his left was a bubblegum ball dispenser full of peanuts. The light filtering in from the door and through the filthy windows dimmed as the bear rose and pawed at the glass.

      “Are you kidding me? Just stop. You’re going to break it.” The bear had stood up on its hind legs and was thumping its front paws against the door. The glass was ponderously bending inwards. “You’re going to cut yourself! I can’t believe I’m doing this.” Mike went to the door and pushed outward; the bear stepped back and moved to the side, nosing her way in when there was enough room. Mike stood still as the bear sniffed his legs and then swung her head toward the peanuts. Clearly interested, she pawed the spindly metal stand, knocking it to the ground. The glass bulb shattered on the concrete flooring; the sharp sound sent the cub scurrying away. As the cub approached again, Mike shooed her away in order to pick up the larger pieces of glass. When the bear figured the ground was clean enough, she nudged the human out of the way.

      “You’re welcome. Can I go about my business now?” The bear looked up and chuffed then sat with her legs splayed, like a toddler, and began delicately picking individual peanuts up. Mike watched for a moment, smiling unconsciously, making sure there were no other pieces of glass to worry about before he went back into the garage proper to get the tools needed.

      “Little bigger than I wanted, but this will work.” He hefted the five-pound sledge. He couldn’t find a pry bar. “Cold chisel it is.”

      The bear was on the final few peanuts when Mike came back into the waiting area. He skirted around and to the door, using the kickstand at the bottom to prop it open so as to not trap the animal.

      “Good luck; I’m not going to miss you. Tell your mom I was nothing but a model person in how I treated you. You, on the other hand, could use a few lessons in manners."

      The bear snorted at him.

      Trip was still passed out on the floor. He made no indication of knowing Mike had gone and had now come back.

      “Yeah, I’m fine, even if I was almost eaten by a bear, if you must know. But hey, thanks for asking,” Mike told the softly snoring man. With the chisel placed in between the housing and the door, it only took two solid strikes to break the locking mechanism out. The door swung open, revealing dozens of keys. “As long as they’re gassed up, we’re in good shape.” Mike read the tags, ascertaining which went where, as he headed back out into the showroom. “Come on, man.” He kicked Trip’s boots. “Time to go.”

      “I could use a few more days of sleep.” Trip sat up and wiped his eyes.

      “You and me both, but we need to get back. Oh fuck me.” Mike looked out the window where snow was falling. He settled on a purple-streaked Polaris 800; Trip was all about a neon pink Ski-Doo Freeride. They grabbed an abundance of cold weather gear from the back of the showroom and stowed it on the machines.

      “Should have checked before I tied everything down, but... Nice. Three-quarters of a tank. How about you?” Mike asked, going over to check for himself, not trusting the man enough with his answer. “Half, that’ll do. You know how to drive one of these?”

      “2015 World Championship Snowmobile Derby winner.”

      “What?”

      “Yeah, held in Wisconsin every January.” Trip handed Mike some goggles. “You’re going to want these. What about you?”

      “Um, uh, sure. I’ve been on one a couple of times.”

      “I’ll take it easy on you.”

      By the time they got the second door propped open, the snow had picked up. Getting back was going to be challenging enough, and as much as he wanted to, he didn’t think they’d be making their escape today.

      Trip revved his engine before looking over to Mike. “Wanna race?”

      Mike shook his head.

      “I’m just messing with you," he said before taking off as if he’d been shot from a cannon.

      Mike adjusted his goggles, turning his head as he caught movement to his left. The cub was barreling down on him. “Nope!” he shouted as he hit the gas. It wasn’t the same take-off Trip had managed, but it was fast enough to make the outstretched paw of the cub just miss as it swatted at him. If Mike hadn't been so fixated on keeping an eye on Trip and had bothered to look behind, he would have seen that the cub was following, keeping up the best she could.

      “Come on, man, slow down,” he begged as Trip kept pulling farther and farther ahead. The swirling snow had picked up in intensity, and the already dim day was rapidly moving toward dark. Mike was having a difficult time keeping an eye on him, and with the storm increasing in intensity, Trip’s snowmobile tracks were the only thing Mike could count on. If the storm covered those over, he wasn’t entirely sure he could make it back, as everything looked the same covered in snow. He was going to be pissed if he died a quarter-mile from the warmth and relative safety of the lodge. He was relieved when he saw the sign for the campgrounds, as he’d lost sight of Trip completely a few moments beforehand.

      “Where’s Mike?” BT asked as Trip came inside.

      “Who?” he asked, brushing off the accumulated snow from his shoulders and head.

      As BT opened the door to look, he first heard the engine then saw the headlight as Mike pulled up.

      “Everything cool?” BT asked.

      “Yeah, except for this storm and a bear.” Mike went inside to warm up.

      “How was Trip?” BT asked as he closed the door.

      “Wouldn’t have made it without him,” Mike answered truthfully.

      “Are you shitting me?”

      Mike shook his head. “The snow, bud, it’s so friggen' deep, by the end I could barely lift my legs. He led the entire way. Without his trail to follow…” Mike shrugged and left it there. “Anything happen while we were gone?”

      “Quiet.” Tracy gave Mike a hug as he warmed up by the stove.

      BT stood looking out the window. “Definitely not going to be able to head out today.”

      “Probably for the best; I’m exhausted.”

      “Why don’t you head up, get some sleep,” Tracy told him.

      “No trailers?” Stephanie asked.

      “None that I saw. If they had any out in the parking lot, they’re covered. We could spend a day digging, trying to find one, and still come up empty. Plenty of snowmobiles, though. Tomorrow we’ll double up, get two more rides; it’ll only take a couple of trips until we have enough. And whoever doesn’t want to drive one, can ride pillion.”

      “If this storm ever ends. Looks like a doozy.” BT stepped away from the window.

      “I’m not going out there.” Trish was sitting cross-legged on the couch, wrapped up tightly in a blanket.

      “You’ll feel differently when we can leave safely,” Linda told her.

      “It’s not going to be safe out there. They’re watching, waiting for us all to come out so they can attack. They let them go today.”

      Mike wanted to tell her she was being absurd, that animals can’t plan tactics like that, but they’d already tried to bait them into a trap; nothing was entirely out of the question.

      “Do you think she’s right?” Paul looked panicked.

      “Whether she is or not, we’ll be on vehicles traveling too fast for them to catch. We’ll leave this place and them far behind.” BT wanted to dispel the worry before it could manifest into something bigger.

      “I vote we just stay here.” Trish raised her hand as if it punctuated her point.

      “We can’t. We don’t have the food or the wood for a prolonged stay. We’ll either freeze or starve.” BT hoped his point was getting through. It hardly ever worked, convincing someone of something else once their feet were dug in. And to be honest, none could blame her, or Paul, for that matter; they’d already lost so much to the yetis.

      “And if I decided I wanted to stay here?” she asked.

      “I’m not going to make you come with us,” BT said softly. “I think it would be for the best if you did, but you’re an adult; you made an adult decision when you left, and you’ll make another one when it's time to leave.”

      His words stung her as he’d intended them to. She’d dragged her group along when she should have stayed put, and now she wanted to stay, when clearly leaving was the best option. She was doing what was right to do, only doing it in the wrong order.

      “Can we figure this out tomorrow?” Mike was at the top of the stairs.

      “Go, get some sleep. We’ll take care of the watch,” Tracy told him.

      A loud thumping struck the front door, followed by the sound of heavy claws shaving off strips of curlicued wood.

      “They’re here!” Trish was up and gone so fast her blanket hadn’t yet settled to the floor.

      Mike was running down the stairs to get the rifle he’d left there for those on guard duty.

      “I think it’s for you.” Trip was at the window looking sideways; he had a lit joint in his mouth.

      “For who?” Linda asked.

      “That Talbot fellow.” Trip stepped back and took another drag.

      “What are you doing!?” BT yelled as Trip went to the door and opened it up.

      A large bundle of snow-covered fur bounded in. If his finger had been within the trigger guard, Mike would have shot the bear. The animal shook until there wasn’t anything in the general vicinity that wasn’t covered in white precipitation, then ran right at Mike, pulling up just as it ran into him. The man tumbled over slowly, like a large tree being felled.

      “Something you want to tell me?” Tracy asked once the initial shock wore off. The bear had straddled Mike and licked his face twice; spittle flowed down his cheeks.

      “I gave her some peanuts, hon; it meant nothing.” Mike tried to push the bear off of him, desperately wanting to sit up and wipe his face clean.

      “You can’t keep him...her," his wife said. “Her mother’s going to want her back, and I'm damn well not going to clean up after her.”

      “Mike, is this thing safe?” BT hadn’t let his guard down.

      “She hasn’t ripped my face off; I’m gonna go out on a limb and say sure.”

      “This isn’t funny. That’s a wild animal, and not just any wild animal, it’s a grizzly.”

      “I think she's been recently orphaned.” Mike was able to scoot out from under and stood, wiping bear drool off with his sleeve.

      “And if it isn’t, we could have a much bigger problem knocking on our door,” Linda replied.

      “Come on, bear, you have to go out.” Mike pushed; the animal didn’t budge.

      “Can’t be more than a hundred pounds; let’s just lift her.” BT moved closer; the cub got on her hind legs and swatted wildly with her paws. BT backed up, his hands in the air. “Yeah, I tried.”

      “Are you serious?” Linda asked. “Get it out of here!” She had moved so she was behind the couch.

      “We could shoot it,” Stephanie offered.

      “Whoa. No one is shooting this bear. We’re leaving tomorrow. We’re leaving the yetis, the fires, the incessant snowstorms, and even this little guy. Tonight, if she wants to stay out of the storm, then I guess tonight she’s staying out of the storm.”

      “And what do we do if mom comes to pick her baby up?” BT asked.

      “We open the door and let her. I’m going to bed now.” As Mike went upstairs, the bear followed.

      “Hon, if that thing is going to stay in our room, I’m sleeping down here,” Tracy told him.

      “I’ll miss you," he told her.

      “You’re such an asshole.” She was smiling, though. It was her first genuine one since the quake.

      “Seriously? We’re just going to let that thing stay?” Paul was incredulous.

      “Not many options, and it’s only for one day. Only Mike could make friends with a grizzly.” BT shook his head.
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      Mike didn’t hear Tracy come into the room. He’d thought his bulldogs were loud when they slept; fully-loaded freight trains had nothing on Gus. (The bear just felt like a Gus.) She had settled on the floor by the foot of the bed, on, of all things, a bearskin rug. If Gus was offended, she didn’t say anything. He could only wonder if it gave the cub some comfort, but thinking on that made him somewhat sad.

      “I can’t believe I’m doing this,” Tracy said softly as she got under the covers. Mike wrapped her up in his arms, and they both fell asleep to the sound of thunderous waves crashing against a cliff face. Aside from that, it was peaceful...until all hell broke loose.

      Mike sat up quickly. Diffused moonlight was filtering into the room; it wasn’t much, but it was enough to see Gus standing next to the bed, not more than a few inches from his face. They stared eye to eye. Mike felt like he should be terrified, but he wasn’t. He couldn’t figure it out, but the bear wasn’t giving off any vibes of malice. Then she moved to the window.

      Now Mike’s heart began to beat a little faster. If the bear’s mother had shown, he’d put everyone’s life in jeopardy. “It’d be awesome if you told your mom how good we’ve been to you, so she doesn’t make us into salmon fillets.” He ran his hand over the back of the bear. The fur was bristled; Mike was on full alert because that most definitely wasn’t the appropriate response to being reunited with family. Or maybe it was; lord knew Mike had enough problems with his family. He smiled, in spite of himself.

      “What’s going on?” Tracy asked as Mike's smile dropped and he headed for the bedroom door.

      “I think we’re about to be attacked! Everyone up!” Mike ordered as he took the steps down two at a time.

      BT was sitting in a chair reading a book by candlelight. “What’s going on?” he asked, tucking his glasses away.

      “Wait, you wear glasses? Forget it, Gus is spooked.”

      “Gus?” BT had stood.

      “The bear.”

      Gus was standing at the top of the stairs, effectively blocking everyone still up there from going down. She gave a slight rumble in her chest then bobbed her head at Mike.

      “I think Gus wants you to go back upstairs. You sure she didn’t just have a bad dream? Everything is all quiet; even the storm has died down.”

      “Something just went past my window!” Paul had quickly come from his room, holding his side as the movement caused him some discomfort. Suddenly, the windows in his room exploded inward as a rock was hurled through one then another. Another window was blown out in the back of the lodge. BT ushered everyone upstairs, as fist-sized rocks were pummeling the furniture, denting the floor, smashing everything they hit. The faucet was bent over to the side; a vase sitting on the counter was reduced to glittering fragments. Two of the kitchen cabinet doors were broken, one left open was torn from its hinges. The toilet basin was cracked, and water flowed onto the floor.

      BT and Mike stood at the railing of the loft waiting for a target to present itself. It never happened during the entirety of the half hour barrage. When it was over, the first floor looked like ground zero for a frat party with a bring your own grenade theme.

      “Are they gone?” Stephanie asked. No one could answer because there was no way of knowing.

      “What was that all about?” Paul asked after a few moments of blissful silence. “And why didn’t they just come in? Not that I’m sad about that, but why attack and not finish the job?”

      Something tingled in the back of Mike’s mind; it was Tracy who grasped the answer.

      “That was a distraction.”

      “For what? Why?” Paul asked.

      “The other cabin?” Mike went down a couple of stairs.

      “Hold on, man, let’s make sure it’s safe,” BT said.

      Gus headed down the stairs. “She thinks so, that’s a good enough answer for me.” Mike followed the bear.

      “The bear’s calling the shots now?” BT asked his wife.

      “You want to tell it differently?” was her reply.

      Gus was careful to avoid the broken glass, which was impressive, given the sheer amount of it.

      “Hold on,” BT told Mike as he moved past him. “I’ll get your boots.”

      Once Mike had them on, he asked if everyone was ready. Gus stepped back as Mike went to the door.

      “Super comforting, bear,” Mike told her. He grabbed the handle, twisted it down, pulled the door slightly open then moved back as quickly as he could. There was nothing there, although Mike’s nervous system was acting as if there were. He was tempted to punch a bullet into the blackness, if only in an abundance of caution. Trip had a flashlight; he shown the beam on the ground directly outside the door.

      “Is that...blood?” Tracy asked as they all looked at the black fluid cutting through the snow.

      Mike took a step closer, fully expecting something to come running out of the night and into this nightmare. “Smells chemically.” Another tentative step, blocking most of the light, making it more difficult to see in front of him.

      BT borrowed the light and came up beside him. “It’s green.” The big man was looking at the wet ground while Mike kept watch. “Antifreeze.”

      “Goddamnit!” Mike yelled as he peered outside and to his left. The snowmobiles had been trashed. The handlebars were ripped off both of the machines, the treads had been torn free from Trip’s ride, Mike’s was impossibly bent in the middle. The forces needed to do that much damage boggled his mind.

      “Looks like Trish was wrong,” BT said, referring to her belief that the yetis wanted them to leave. “They very much want us to stay.”

      “You pinheads all right over there?” Tim yelled.

      “Even in Alaska, the largest state in the Union, when you should have more of God’s country to yourself, you end up with asshole neighbors,” Mike said.

      “Fine!” BT responded. “You?”

      “The only reason I’m awake is I heard the racket. They didn’t touch this place. Can I go back to sleep now?”

      Mike’s head was down as BT responded.

      “The whole damn day was a bust.”

      “Not quite.” Tracy sat down next to him on the couch as Gus came over and sneezed in his face.

      Mike absently reached out and petted the bear’s face until he realized exactly what he was doing.

      Trip had grabbed a broom and was sweeping up the debris. “Becky better not take all of this damage out of my pay," he mumbled as he worked.

      “It’ll be fine, no one’s going to blame you.” Stephanie was putting logs in the woodstove.

      “We’re going to have to do something about the windows.” Linda wrapped her arms around herself.

      “Oh, I know!” Trip dropped the broom, startling Mike and Gus. He went outside as if he didn’t have a care in the world. BT’s jaw nearly bounced off the floor as it fell open. He came back a few minutes later carrying a hammer, box of nails, and a piece of plywood. “Storm supplies in the attached shed. Maybe should have got this out sooner.” He dropped off what he was carrying and went back for more.

      “Should we help?” BT pointed. There was a small shed attached to the main lodge, only accessible from the outside. It took a couple of trips, but they had all of the wood inside the lodge. An hour later, the ground floor was as sealed up from the weather as it could be.

      “What’s the R-value of three-quarter-inch plywood?” Mike asked as he looked at his handywork.

      “Less than one,” Trip replied immediately.

      “You know the insulation factor of plywood?” Mike asked.

      “Doesn’t everyone?”

      “He has a fascination with material effectiveness,” Stephanie offered as a way of explanation.

      “And the windows?” Paul asked.

      “They were close to four,” Trip said.

      “We’re going to burn through more wood trying to keep this place habitable,” Tracy said.

      “It’ll be tight, but we’re going to have to move to one of the guest cabins.” Mike looked at the group. No one said anything; it was the right course of action, but that didn’t in any way make it desirable.

      “In the morning?” Paul asked.

      “Yeah, definitely," was Mike’s response.

      BT closed and latched the door. As late as it was and as exhausted as the group appeared, no one immediately went back to their beds, fearful that the yetis could start back up.

      “I’ve got a question,” Tracy started. “Why didn’t they come in? Why just destroy the machines?”

      Mike had a theory but kept it to himself. He didn’t think anyone would want to know that he thought the yetis had their pantry stocked with young hikers. They weren't hungry. Not just yet.
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      Surprisingly, Mike found sleep. It was the sounds of people moving supplies that awoke him. He could see his breath as he headed into the great room. The only source of light came from the open door.

      “Just like you to wait until we’re almost done.” BT had his arms full with three cases of water.

      “It’s a talent,” Mike told him. “Everyone else already over there?”

      “Everyone except Trish. She says she’s staying here, that she’ll be safer. That girl's a model of altruism; you should listen to her reasoning for yourself. She’s not shy about being an asshole.”

      “You don’t need help?”

      “No sarcasm in this at all, my friend, but you did enough yesterday. Try and take it easy today.”

      “Appreciate that. Where’s Trip?”

      “I think the man might be part mule. He’s hauled over more supplies than I have.”

      “That guy isn’t natural. So where’s Trish?”

      “Office bedroom.” BT headed out the door.

      The young woman was sitting on the bed; she was holding her dead cell phone. “Old habits,” she said as she placed the device on the table.

      “I hear you’re not making the move with us. Can I ask why?”

      “Safer here.”

      “How do you figure that? You’re only one person.”

      “That’s the point. I’m only one person. When they come back to eat, do you think they’re going to bother with the appetizer or the buffet?”

      “Wait, so let me understand this right. Your preferred method of survival is to hope for the deaths of others? Pretty selfish, don’t you think?”

      “Why? I don’t know any of you, none of you mean anything to me.”

      “Maybe because we’re all humans, and we’re going through this together. I would think that would be enough.”

      “Oh puhlease!” The word dripped with derision. “Don’t give me that shared experience crap. My friends are dead, okay? All I have left is me, my safety, my life, and I’m going to look out for that most precious of commodities.”

      “Wow, I came in here thinking of talking you out of this craziness, that being with people was your best chance, but holy shit if I don’t prefer the idea of you staying right here by yourself. Here’s an FYI, miss all-for-one: predators, which the yetis are, will always go for the easiest kill. The young, old, weak, injured, and yep, the loners. But I’m sure you’ll be fine. Good luck, Trish.” Mike was almost out the door before he stopped. “Oh, and if we should all make it out of this and have annual reunions to celebrate that fact, you’re not invited.” Fucking spoiled brat. Mike stewed the entire walk across the campgrounds, happy, at least, that with so many previous trips before him, compacting a wide, flat trail, the walk was relatively easy.

      “She’s not coming?” Tracy was standing in the doorway, her hands on her hips.

      Mike shook his head. He’d taken two more steps when Gus, having heard Mike’s voice, rounded the far corner of the cabin and came barreling straight for him. “No, no, no!” Mike repeated as he turned and tried to escape. He hadn’t made it ten feet when he was planted into the ground, barely able to get his hands up in time to keep from eating snow. Gus stuck her nose under Mike’s shoulder and flipped him over like a beached salmon before licking his face. Tracy shooed the animal away, laughing as she looked down at her husband, covered in bear spit.

      “Can we keep her?” Mike asked as he sat up.

      “I’m sure the HOA won’t have a problem with us owning a grizzly, or, I guess, a grizzly owning you.”

      “Har-dee-har. She thinks it’s hilarious; one of these times, she's going to kill me.” Mike gently pushed Gus’s face, the bear mockingly bit on his arm. Mike was impressed and terrified as he watched the entirety of his upper arm disappear into the grizzly's maw. “Anyone think to feed her today?”

      “Looks like she’s about to take care of that particular problem.”

      “Comedian, huh? I’d like to say you’re here all week, but I sincerely hope that’s not the case.”

      “Couldn’t agree with you more.” She helped him to stand. “Trish is standing in the doorway. She looks pensive.”

      “You know I hate those big words.”

      “It’s two syllables. She looks deep in thought. Are you sure you asked if she wanted to come over? And not in the normal Talbot tone, either. The words that come out of your mouth and the tone you convey them in have to synch up.”

      “Give it a go. She’s fun to talk to.” Mike headed to their newer, but much more cramped, accommodations.

      “Trish.” Tracy walked over to the woman. “Why don’t you come on over, I’ll get you some tea.”

      “I already told your husband I wasn’t.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “I have my reasons.”

      “Which are?”

      “As I said, I already told your husband.”

      “Could you tell me?”

      “I could," she said as she closed the door.

      “He wasn’t lying about that one.” Tracy shook her head. “At least the sun is kind of out.” She had to shield her eyes as she looked up into the clouds. It was the brightest it had been since the day they’d arrived.

      “Howdy, neighbor!” Tim waved over his back. He was walking backward and urinating in a track he had shoveled out.

      “Do I want to know what’s going on?” she asked him.

      “I’m marking my territory. It’s a warning for everything to keep out.”

      “You think that’s going to work?”

      “Wasn’t my place that got destroyed. Shit, I’m about on empty. Do you have to go?”

      “I'm sorry?”

      “I’m kind of getting sick of drinking so much water. You look like you’d have some strong piss in you.”

      “Not that I would, but I don’t even know how I could.”

      “I think there’s a funnel in the kitchenette. Want me to get it?”

      “No.”

      Tim pulled up his underwear. “Oh, I see what you’re doing.” He was looking at her. “I give you the idea, and now you’re going to save up your piss to do your own cabin.”

      “I can assure you, that is not what I’m going to do.”

      “Fine. But don’t come over here trying to borrow our funnel.” He stomped inside.

      “Are these people cracking from the stress, or are they just naturally this crazy?”

      Mike was outside placing mugs of steaming liquid into a snowbank.

      “Not you too?”

      “Not me too, what? You know I’d rather have iced coffee.”

      “We're in the middle of an Alaskan blizzard, weirdo.”

      “So? How’s Tim and the rest?”

      “Whatever you do, don’t ask to borrow his funnel.”

      “What? Yeah, I’m the weirdo. Come on in, we’re about to talk about what our next move.”

      “I’ll be there in a minute. It's just nice to be outside with some sunlight and not having to wear a mask.”

      “Oh! That’s what’s different! Couldn’t put my finger on it. The snow must have put out all the fires.”

      Tracy felt a glimmer of hope as she saw a patch of blue sky far off in the distance. That didn’t quite equate to rescue, but it was the first sign that things were breaking their way.

      “No Trish?” BT asked as Tracy came in and closed the door. She shook her head in response.

      “How much trouble would we get in if we kidnapped her?” Mike asked. “I mean for her own good," he added as BT scowled at him.

      “I’ll talk to her later, but ultimately it’ll be her decision,” BT said. “Let’s get down to it. It would seem that the yetis are nocturnal; everybody in agreement with that?” There was no dissent. “That means we have all day to get as far away from here as possible. My vote is, as a group we head to the motorsports store.”

      Mike groaned. “Bud, the trek about fucking killed me, and now there’s more snow. How are Paul and Mrs. B going to make it?”

      “It didn’t click last night because we were busy doing other things, namely trying to survive, but there are two toboggans in that utility shed. We could leave right now. Pack up and do it.”

      Mike’s head bowed. “I don’t think you’re realizing just how hard those five miles are, and pulling people behind is only going to add to that misery.”

      “It’s only five miles, Mike, we’ll take turns.”

      “They may be nocturnal,” Linda stated, “but if I had to guess, I would think they keep a watch during the day like we do at night. If we’re spotted all leaving, there’s no reason to believe that they wouldn’t attack.”

      “We don’t know that, hon. Mike and Trip were on their own out there; if they wanted to attack them, they could have. There’s no way they could have known they were coming back.”

      “Great, I didn’t even think of that. The whole time out there, we could have become a snack. Let’s get these sleds, see what kind of shape they’re in.”

      As BT and Mike were heading back across the lot, Trish opened the door and shrieked. “I’m not coming with you, quit asking!”

      “Not here for you,” Mike told her evenly. She slammed the door.

      “Don’t say anything, Mike, she’s just a kid. She’s been through a lot, and she lost all her friends...in the worst possible way.”

      “Great. I went from pissed at her egocentric tendencies to now genuinely feeling bad for her. I don’t like having mixed feelings, BT.”

      “God forbid you should have to go deeper into your conscience than the desire to eat and have sex.”

      “What's wrong with sating my base desires? It makes for a very uncomplicated life.”

      “You don’t wish to go higher? No self-actualization?”

      “What for? Are those people fundamentally better off? I’d argue they’re among the most miserable people on the planet, always trying to achieve higher levels of enlightenment. Answer me this, bud. Let’s say it’s a Saturday afternoon. The previous evening, you just had fantastic sex with your wife and then you just cooked and ate some incredible barbecue. With me so far?”

      BT nodded.

      “So you had sex, just ate, and are now sitting there with your bestest friend drinking a beer. Tell me, could you possibly be more content than at that very moment?”

      “Just help me get these out,” BT grunted as he moved some cinder blocks out of the way.

      “Thought so.” Mike grabbed the first large sled BT handed back. “Umm, bud, we have a problem.” Mike was looking at where his hand held the toboggan.

      “What?” BT stood up, holding another.

      He rocked his fist back and forth slightly; where he did, the wood came away. “Dry rot.”

      “Stop destroying it,” BT told him when Mike grabbed another piece and tore it free as easily as he would have a few panels of toilet paper.

      “Okay, because someone sitting on it isn’t going to do more damage.”

      “Shut up about it,” BT told him.

      “Or where the rope is attached. I’m sure they won’t pull out of their moorings under tension.”

      “You’re fucking this plan up!”

      “Me? I’m gonna go with three decades of improper storage doing the trick.”

      “Fuck it. I’ll carry Paul, Tim can carry his grandmother.”

      “Listen, man, I realize you’re a beast, but he’s gotta be pushing two bills, and I can’t think you jostling him around is going to do his ribs any good.”

      “We could use the plywood, attach some rope to the front, use it like a sled!” BT was excited about the idea.

      Mike was thinking on it then shaking his head. “Won’t work. The weight will push the wood into the snow; it’ll like be pulling a plow.”

      “You’re only saying no, Mike. I need to hear yeses, some solutions.”

      Mike looked around, ran his gloved hand over the top of his hat-covered head. “The RV!” he said triumphantly.

      “How’s that going to work?”

      “The aluminum siding! We peel it off, reinforce it with some wood on top, curl the front end to look something like a toboggan, then we get the hell out of Dodge.”

      “When we first met, I figured you to be mentally challenged. I mean, sure, you were a functional idiot, but an idiot nonetheless.”

      “And now?”

      “What’s just above idiot on the intelligence scale?”

      “Moron.”

      “Should I be concerned that you knew that off the top of your head?”

      “When you’ve been called as many derogatory names as I have been, you tend to catalog them.”
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      “What are you doing to Chuck’s RV?” Tim was pacing back and forth in front of the cabin, a large jug of water in his hands. He was wearing his SpongeBob boxers and an oversized, purple robe. “You’re not trying to salvage evidence, are you? That could be problematic for you.”

      “Did you slice his throat outside?” BT asked.

      “Don’t think so. I might have punched him once or twice, though. So I’m going to ask again, what are you doing? I realize we need to stick together and all, but I don’t need you two, follow me? We've been doing just fine on our own over here.”

      “Did he just threaten our lives?” Mike asked.

      BT feigned fear. “I...I think so.”

      “Relax, Your Majesty. We’re trying to make a sled,” Mike told him.

      “Whereas I deserve being called kingly, I feel like that was a slight of some kind.”

      “Just referring to the color of your robe.”

      Tim looked down like he was noticing it for the first time. “It is regal, isn’t it? Need some help?”

      “Couldn’t hurt.”

      “Cool,” Tim said as if he’d never alluded to the fact that if they caused him any problems, he would end their existence. “I’m going to get some pants on, I’ll be right back.” He sounded as if he was just darting home to grab his mitt for a pickup game of baseball.

      “Is this really a microcosm of society, you think?” Mike asked.

      “Sure, got your stoner, murderer, stud,” he pointed to himself, “then your not stud. I mean you.”

      “I figured that’s where you were going with that.”

      “What do you figure our odds of getting out of here are?”

      “I think pretty good. Just got to make it through the night; been thinking about that. We should set up a few surprises for them, in case they decide to press the issue.”

      “You know something I don’t?” BT stopped what he was doing to gauge his friend’s response.

      “They want us trapped here, no doubt about it. They’re either building up the nerve to confront us directly or they're waiting until they’re hungry enough.”

      “What, so we’re like the pantry or something?” BT asked.

      “Yeah, but more like the corral, I guess.”

      Tim waved to them as he put his boots on. When he was done, he purposefully strode toward them, a large knife in one hand, a pry bar in the other.

      “That is one scary motherfucker,” Mike said under his breath as Tim bent down to tie his laces.

      “Keep that to yourself. Bullies are weird like that; they feed off the fear they create. If there’s none available, they are almost like regular people. It’s a weird dynamic. If he thinks he’s getting to you, he won’t stop, he’ll press further, maybe to the point of even causing physical harm.”

      “That’s not helping me hide the willies he gives me. Now I have to constantly monitor myself and how he perceives me; that's terrifying in its own right.”

      “Give him that fake smile you gave Linda the time we invited you over for dinner, and you found out it was ham. That was terrifying. You’ll completely throw him off his game.”

      “It showed?”

      “Didn’t you wonder why Linda and I were in the kitchen so long? We’d just met you and figured it’d be nice to get to know the neighbors kind of thing. I made sure to put my service revolver on, told Linda the last time I’d seen such an insincere smile was when a suspect said he had nothing to do with a double homicide. You have no idea how close I was to escorting you out the door.”

      “Wish you had. Only so many rolls you can eat for dinner.”

      “It was a honey-baked ham; you realize how much that cost?”

      “Anything above free was too much.”

      “And the green beans? What was wrong with them?”

      “Besides being green? Nothing.”

      “I’ve seen three-year-olds that are less fussy about what they eat.”

      “Move, if you two hens are going to talk all day. I’ll show you how it’s done.”

      Mike and BT stepped back as Tim stabbed the side of the vehicle then pulled down, cutting through the siding easier than he had a right to. Mike wondered if it was because the blade was that sharp or Tim was just that strong. Either way, it gave him a chill.

      “No wonder he about took that dude’s head off.”

      BT nudged Mike with an elbow. “Shut up.”

      “You say something?” Tim looked up just as the squeal of metal died down.

      “Mike was saying how when we get back to the lower forty-eight he wanted to hire you for his grandkid’s birthday party.”

      “Oh yeah? How old is the little fucker? Oh wait, I’m not supposed to say it like that. How old is the precious child?”

      “Not born yet,” Mike said, hoping to end that thread of the conversation.

      “Yeah, it’s a good thing to plan ahead. I’m booked up for a while. Let me get this panel off, then I’ll pencil you into my appointment book.”

      “Dick,” Mike said as Tim pried and pulled a section of aluminum down the entire length of the vehicle. “This’ll work,” Mike said as he gripped the material. “Plywood to sit on, bend up the front, should work.”

      By the time they had one working sled ready to go, the sun was not long for the hemisphere.

      “Thanks for the help.” BT put his hand out for Tim.

      Tim looked at the proffered hand. “Help? I fucken' did it all, bro.”

      “If you say so.” BT pulled his hand back.

      “Yeah, I fucking said so!” Tim’s voice was sufficiently loud enough that he’d gathered an audience. Even Trish across the way was watching.

      “Done?” BT didn’t flinch or look away.

      A hyena-worthy smile pulled the edges of Tim’s mouth up, giving him a sinister sneer. “Ah, I’m just fucking with you.” He clapped BT on the shoulder.

      “We’ll be leaving in the morning.” BT clapped his hand on Tim’s shoulder; both titans stood that way for a few more seconds.

      “Isn’t that getting awkward?” Trip asked. “I feel awkward.” That was enough to disperse the tension.

      “Shit, man, you’ve got to learn to relax.” The smile stayed, plastered on and not reaching his eyes. Tim’s hand finally moved off. “See you in the morning. Provided, you know, nothing gets you in the night.” He pointed to the woods with his knife.

      “Why would I be worried about them when I have this?” BT pulled the revolver free from its holster.

      “Fair enough.” As Tim headed back to the cabin, Mike couldn’t help but notice the man’s shoulders looked slumped over, as if he’d suffered a defeat. It should have made him feel better, it didn’t. Bad people didn’t take losing with any measure of grace.

      “I don’t think it’s only what’s out in the woods we need to be wary of tonight,” Mike said.

      “What do you mean?” BT was pulling the sled inside.

      “I think he’s pissed.”

      “Tim? Who cares? He’s not going to do anything.”

      “Oh, I think you’re wrong on this one.”

      “He’s a bully; I taught the bully a lesson.”

      “This isn’t an after school movie. That dude is touched, and I think you gave him enough fuel to stoke the dumpster fire in his head.”

      “Tomorrow at this time, we’ll be in a hotel in Anchorage, looking for flights out of here, and Tim will be a distant memory.”

      “I hope you’re right. In the meantime, I’m going to make a little something in case we get visitors tonight.” Mike grabbed an extra piece of plywood, the hammer, and a box of three-inch nails.

      “Anyone seen Gus?” Mike asked once he was done with his side project.

      “She was watching us all day; I figured she got bored and went back to the cabin.” BT was looking around like somehow the hundred-pound bear was playing hide and seek.

      “It never came in here,” Stephanie replied.

      “She's a wild animal, Mike. She’s better suited to the woods,” Tracy offered in comfort as Mike looked longingly out the door.

      “Just a cub.... Shit.” Mike finally closed the door. “Gonna miss the little gal.”
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      “You think that’s actually going to work?” BT was looking at the throw rug right outside the front door.

      “I’d rather have it there than not,” Mike told him.

      “Becky’s going to be pissed about the nail holes in the porch. That’s not coming out of my pay,” Trip said.

      “Tell you what, if she comes looking to collect, I’ll take care of it,” Mike told him.

      Trip paused. “I’ll draw up some papers.”

      “You do that.”

      “Seriously, man, nobody’s going to fall for that. Looks like something the coyote scored from ACME.” BT closed the door.

      Mike shrugged. The sled was tucked into the corner of the living room, in case the yetis came back. If they were going to destroy their ride this time, it was going to have to be up close and personal, something Mike sincerely hoped didn’t happen.

      The group had agreed to not make a fire and not to light any candles. They were going to run dark, like a submarine in enemy territory, hoping that they could escape detection.

      “It’s going to be a cold night.” Tracy hugged her shoulders.

      They had three-season sleeping bags and plenty of blankets; they’d get through all right, though it might not be the most comfortable. The cabin only consisted of one floor. They’d pulled the couch away from the window and placed the two mattresses in the center of the main room. It was going to be a communal evening; the only plan they had in place was to make it through the night and, at first light, hike out.

      Trip was sitting on the couch, a fishing rod in his hands. He looked to the side of the cabin when he heard some rustling. He licked his pointer finger, bent down, and stuck it in Mike’s right ear. Luckily, Mike had yet to fall into a deep sleep as he slapped the digit away.

      “What the fuck, Trip?” he hissed.

      “I’m waking you up quietly.”

      “You usually place a hand over someone’s mouth.”

      “Why would I do that? Do you realize where my hands have been?”

      Mike shuddered at that thought. “Thanks, I guess. Now the question is, why did you wet willie me?”

      “I heard something.”

      “If it was your heartbeat Trip, I’m going to be pissed.”

      A scraping sound right outside cut the whispering conversation short. Mike reached over and grabbed the rifle. He slowly extracted himself from the sleeping bag as quietly as he could, which, given the type of material, sounded like he was opening the most oversized bag of potato chips he could find, in a crowded movie theater, during the pivotal suspense scene. Mike momentarily wondered where his hands had been before he placed one over BT’s mouth; with the other, he tapped the man’s shoulder. BT shot up like Mike had zapped him with a cattle prod—his eyes wide, his heart hammering straight away.

      Mike leaned in so the words would only fill his friend’s ear, “Right outside.”

      A heavy thud of rock against wood; tonight’s assault had begun.

      “That’s the lodge,” BT said.

      “Sounds like it.” Mike moved to wake everyone up; it quickly became unnecessary.

      “That poor girl.” Tracy shuddered, and it had nothing to do with the cold. “Are you going to help her?”

      “Fucking idiot is going to get us killed,” Mike swore.

      More hits, then Trish screaming at the yetis to leave her alone. She even blurted out that she was going to call the fascist police.

      “That ought to stop them. Probably quaking in their murderous furry feet,” BT said.

      “I can open a window and take a shot outside, see if I can scare them away, but if it doesn’t work, all it’s going to do is let them know where we are, and our little stealth mission is for nothing.” Mike was looking at the group. “Unanimous or nothing.”

      “I’ll settle it then,” Paul spoke up. “No. She repeatedly chose her destiny. If she was set on risking her life, that’s one thing, but her poor decision shouldn’t once again put everyone else at risk.”

      Fundamentally Mike knew Paul was right. Tim was a confessed murderer, and he’d only taken one life; how many could be laid at Trish’s feet? All four of the people she was with were either lost and presumed dead or, in Blaire’s unfortunate circumstances, dead with prejudice. Trish screamed again, this one not a warning but the cry of a frightened human.

      “Fuck.” Mike moved toward a window. “Okay, so maybe not unanimous, what say the rest of you?”

      “I don’t wish to die here, no,” Stephanie said.

      “I value the life of my wife, I value my own as I do each of us in this cabin. With that being said, I also value hers. I am sorry my love, I vote yes.”

      “There’s the man who owns my heart.” She grabbed Trip’s face and kissed him.

      “I’m at the window, so pretty sure you guys know where I stand. Bud?” Mike asked.

      “To protect and to serve, no matter how reluctantly. I’m a yes.”

      “No.” Linda gave no further explanation.

      All eyes turned to Tracy and her deciding vote. “And if I say no?” She only had eyes for Mike.

      “I will comply with the wishes of the majority," he told her. Mike felt that his wife was leaning toward no; risking their lives for someone with no regard for others was no easy feat. And just because their children were young adults now didn’t mean she wished to make them orphans.

      Just as she was about to answer, there was an explosion of wood being splintered.

      “Yes, goddammit it, yes!" she blurted.

      Mike immediately flung the window open and fired two shots in succession. All was quiet before a rock blasted through the window right above his head and crashed into the far wall, denting the wood. He pulled back and dove to the side before the next could make it in. BT tipped the couch over the group for protection, and Mike went for the table, attempting to give them as much cover as possible, as the stony projectiles destroyed the inside of the cabin. Linda cried out when a rock struck the top of the couch and careened down into her thigh. The hits they were taking were indirect but still causing pain, contusions, and in Trip’s case, blood, as a glancing blow dug a channel in the side of his head.

      “Stop!” Tracy begged as they were getting shelled. Mike felt horrible that he wasn’t able to do anything to ease the terror she was feeling, that they were all feeling. He was getting angry, the impotence fueling the ragged emotion, his wife, his friends in danger, and all he could do was huddle down and hope no one was injured or killed. He was thrumming with the anxiety to do something, anything. There was an impossibly loud scream from the doorway as three-inch nails embedded themselves deeply into the feet of a yeti, Mike stood as the door was slammed in, breaking it completely free from the hinges. It came to a spinning stop in the kitchenette. The entirety of the opening was taken up by the body of the yeti. It had stooped down to see what was causing it so much pain, its face twisted in agony and rage.

      “Holy fuck.” Mike momentarily froze. His primal survival instinct to fight or flight had skipped a gear, locking him into place, accomplishing nothing. A cry as a rock either struck or came close to someone, it was enough to knock the freeze free. The yeti was still howling as it looked at Mike; it was going to come in and exact a measure of revenge. It lifted one bloodied foot from the spike encrusted boobytrap Mike had nailed down on the porch. He shot before it could come completely free, placing a round high up on its chest. The animal seemed unfazed as the heavy, high-speed projectile tore through its flesh and blew through the back of its shoulder blade, a spray of blood and bone misting out into the night. A darker shadow came up behind the other, somehow this one bigger, darker. Mike figured that the one he was looking at that he’d injured was a female, or possibly a juvenile—impetuous. It had come to grab a meal without planning properly.

      The yeti Mike had shot staggered back a half step, placing its big foot half on, half off the mat. It again cried out, this time, it was pain and fear. It was a feeling the enormous animal was unaccustomed to as Lord of the Jungle. It had never before had anything to fear, until now. Mike shot again. The animal fell backward, a larger pair of arms wrapped around the thrashing juvenile, pulling it free from its misery. Blood pulsed from the wounds, they were all center mass shots, and it was highly unlikely the yeti would survive the next few minutes. Or so Mike hoped.

      The assault stopped as the more enormous yeti pulled the juvenile away. Not more than five minutes later, an unnatural keening sound emanated from the woods. It was a low, mournful sound repeated among the members of the yeti clan.

      “Damn! How many do you think there are?” BT said, tending to his wife’s superficial wounds.

      Mike was looking down at the blood-soaked mat. Physically, he was standing in the doorway; mentally, he was thousands of miles away. He'd heard that kind of lamenting before. A boot lieutenant had called in an airstrike, and he’d made a mistake, or the pilot had, and a small school had taken the brunt of the missile. The wailing from the village sounded a lot like what he was hearing in the surrounding woods. The battle over the next few weeks had been fought with a ferocity he didn’t think the enemy capable of. Revenge was a powerful champion.

      “We’re not going to be able to leave.” Mike turned back, his face ashen.

      “What?” BT looked up. “Sure we are. They sleep during the day, we leave at first light, we’ll be long gone by the time they even realize it.”

      Mike could only shake his head.

      “Yo, fuck faces! You’re going to want to check this out.” Tim was outside in his traditional garb of a robe and underwear. “Well, maybe not all of you. Anyone with a pussy ass disposition is going to want to sit this one out. Or not. I don’t know what kind of deviant shit you’re into. People get off on the weirdest things.” Tim appeared to be having a grand old time. His cousin Stacy let out a strangled scream followed immediately by gagging and then a steady stream of vomit leading to a stuttered splashing of bile, once her stomach was purged of its contents.

      “What am I looking at?” Tim gleefully grabbed Mike’s elbow and steered him past the RVs and toward the lodge. He focused a flashlight on the macabre scene. It took a second for Mike's mind to process the unnatural image in front of him. Trish’s head was perched atop the outside light, but that wasn’t quite right and not quite all of it. Her face was frozen in a wretched grimace of unimaginable pain. But even that wasn’t all of it. Her blood-red coated spine hung below, dripping clear, pink-tinged spinal fluid onto the ground. Her head and back had been completely removed from her body. Trish had been filleted; she looked very much like a deboned fish.

      “They took the rest with them!” Tim gave Mike a backhanded swat across his chest like he’d just told him a humdinger of a joke. “Her body is gone. I looked. Smart beasts those things, I wouldn’t have taken her head either, chick never shut up, always whining about something or other.”

      “What?” Mike turned away and was looking at Tim with a questioning gaze.

      “Yeah, when she came back, sometimes she’d hide in the RV and just piss and moan. Oh, I led my friends out to die! Oh, I’m going to die too! It was fucking pathetic, and now that I think about it, I guess it was prophetic. Shit, that’s rich. Should I write that down?”

      “What’s happening?” Mike heard Tracy coming and quickly turned to halt her progress. “What?” She shrugged him off. “Don’t you think I can handle it?”

      “Not doubting it at all, hon, it’s just not something anyone needs to see.”

      “Fuck yeah, it is. I’ve only ever seen it in video games; always wanted to see it in real life.” There was a wet gleam in Tim’s eyes.

      “It’s not something that will easily be forgotten, you won’t be able to unsee this" he told his wife.

      Tracy pulled away from Mike; he let her. If the woman had a mind to do something, there was little he could do to prevent it. She hadn’t spent more than two seconds looking before she turned back and stomped past him, he got the distinct feeling she was mad at him for letting her get past. Telling her he told her so would only get him deeper into the hot water she had poured.

      BT had a fist to his mouth. “We need to bury her," came out in ragged bits.

      “At least we won’t have to dig deep.” Tim was positively jovial. “I’ll take care of it.” He went into Charles's RV and came back with a shovel. “Whoo! Stinks in there. Gonna get to use the shovel after all.” He was whistling as he headed to the main lodge. He grabbed Trish’s hair and pulled her free from the sconce; he held her up so that they were face to face. “How ‘bout a little kiss!” He smacked his lips. “Whaddaya mean I’m not your type? Oh, you’re into furries. Sure, I could check with that Talbot fella; he seems like he’d be into that kind of thing.”

      “Just bury her, Tim.” Mike was watching.

      “Just having a little fun first.” He lowered her head down to his crotch as he dry humped the air.

      “Jeesus.” Mike had had enough.

      “What?” Tim laughed. “Just getting a little head from a little head!” He was laughing so hard he was having a difficult time catching his breath.

      “Are you going to stop him?” Mike asked Mrs. Bennilli, who was standing on the small porch to her cabin. He didn’t wait for a response as he went in. Tracy was sitting on the couch wringing her hands, Linda had an arm around her shoulder. She shook her head at Mike when he went to come over and comfort his wife.

      “How the fuck is this my fault?” Mike said to BT as he went back outside.

      “She’s just upset. She’ll get to that point eventually.”

      On the far side of the main lodge, they could hear Tim whistling an original song punctuated by the heavy strikes of a shovel biting into the nearly frozen earth.

      “Do I deal with Tracy’s anger or Tim’s elation? Both are somewhat terrifying.”

      BT nodded in commiseration.

      “Hey, you hear that?” Tim shouted.

      There was a faint knocking as the yetis beat large branches against tree trunks. It was subdued and rhythmic.

      “Sounds like funeral drums,” Mike whispered. The sound grew louder in volume, the beat stayed the same. Mike had mistakenly attributed the low moan he heard to the wind before realization dawned.

      Tim came running out from behind the lodge and came to a skidding walk when he saw that Mike and BT were watching him.

      “Yeah, that doesn’t creep me out at all.” He looked over his shoulder and briskly walked toward and into his cabin.

      “Didn’t think anything could scare a psychopath,” BT said.

      “You told me he was a bully.”

      “Do I look like a psychiatrist?”

      “That’s how you’re going to walk that statement back?”

      “I’m not ashamed to admit when I’m wrong.”

      “You didn’t admit anything.”

      “As good as it’s going to get. Are you finding it as creepy as I am, this dirge, I mean? It makes them more human-like.”

      “Don’t like it at all because another human-like thing is the desire for vengeance. I’m thinking I killed someone high up the hierarchy.”

      “If size is any indicator, it was on the younger side.”

      “Okay, the son of someone high up. The alpha female’s son or something like that. I would imagine if they have a pack, there’s some sort of pecking order. And a pissed-off mother isn’t going to stop until we’re all dead,” Mike said.

      “I wish I could dismiss your theory like I do so many of your other far-out things.”

      “But…? You always seem so interested in them.”

      “Only because you’re all too willing to supply beer when you talk about them. I get a kick out of it, then I go home and tell Linda how nuts you are. She thinks it’s a hoot.”

      “I…I don’t know how I feel about that. I don’t like being the butt of a joke, especially from those I consider friends.”

      “It comes from a place of love…and some concern.”

      “If you thought I was nuts before, you’re going to love this one,” Mike continued then paused, putting his hand on BT's shoulder. “I think we should leave now.”

      “It’s pitch dark out. It’ll be lighter in about four hours; that’s our window.”

      “You’re hearing the same thing I am, right?”

      BT nodded.

      “I'm telling you, they’re not going to let us leave. We get caught out in the open where they can bombard us with boulders, we’re fucked.”

      “We have guns, Mike. They shoot farther than even they can throw rocks.”

      “Granted, but part of the path goes through the woods, they’ll have cover.”

      “We’ll go around.”

      “There is no around; it’s a two-lane tree-lined road. The only around is deeper into the woods.”

      “I keep cycling back to 'we should wait here for help' until I remember it’s unlikely help is coming. Can’t stay, can’t go.” BT wanted to say more but was cut short when the tree banging stopped; the ensuing silence somehow more eerie than the moaning beat.

      “We should go in.” Mike tapped BT on the arm.

      “Yeah, yeah.” He followed his friend inside then propped the broken door up before moving the couch into place to hold it there.

      Mike stayed near the window, though he couldn’t see much. The rest of the group were in the great room, some sitting, pacing, in BT’s case.

      “How many rounds do you have, Mike?” BT asked.

      “Eight. Two for the rifle, six for the pistol.”

      “I have eight as well. Is sixteen rounds enough?”

      “Considering it takes two or three well-aimed shots to take one down, and by the sounds of it, I’d say there are over a dozen of them…” He didn’t finish the rest when he realized everyone was listening in.

      “Even with rationing, we’re down to four or five days of food,” Stephanie offered.

      “The horror!” Trip shouted.

      “Why won’t they just leave us alone?” Linda hunched over, placing her face in her hands.

      Mike did not tell her it was because they were hungry too, and now he’d made it personal.

      “I didn’t think apes ate meat,” came out more like a sob. BT rubbed his wife’s shoulders. Mike was known for storing useless bits of information, one of them was that while not a primary source of food for them, apes did, in fact, eat meat. Chimpanzees definitely hunted for and thoroughly enjoyed the protein. He had absolutely no idea which one the yetis were more closely related to, if either. For all he knew, they were on the human branch of evolution, and if that were the case, meat was definitely on the menu.

      All eyes were pulled to one of the only windows not broken out when they heard a shuffling noise outside. Mike moved closer, berating himself even as he did so. His nose was nearly pressed against the cool glass when a large hand smacked it, sending him sprawling backward with a loud gasp.

      “That’s fucking hilarious!” Tim shouted as he peered inside. His pale face smeared up against the window, his sizable pink tongue licked up and over half the window.

      “What the fuck is wrong with you!?” Mike asked as he got up off the ground.

      “Just having some fun, pecker. Ever heard of it?” Tim looked angry.

      “I could have shot you!”

      “From the floor? Would have been a hell of a strange angle. Let me in.”

      “Fuck off,” Mike told him.

      BT went to the door and pulled the couch out of the way.

      BT shook his head and yanked the propped up door out of the way quickly.

      Excuse me“, good people; do you have time to talk about your Lord and Savior?” Tim was smiling.

      “People are dying, and you have time to joke?” Linda was upset.

      “If not now, when?” Tim genuinely seemed puzzled. Mike could almost agree with him, though this seemed like a horrible time for scare pranks. People with loaded guns and on edge were usually a terrible target to startle.

      “What do you want?” an exasperated BT asked.

      “We still heading out in the morning? Nonna is running low on her blood pressure meds.”

      “We were just talking about that; we’re not sure it’s the best idea anymore,” Mike told him as he sat down on the couch, his heart rate still elevated beyond normal, a lot of that could still be attributed to the fact that Tim was present.

      “You’re pussying out? Oh, shit, sorry, women are present. You’re vaging out?”

      “I’m not sure that’s better, but we think the yetis are going to attack, and we don’t have the firepower to fend them off in the open,” Mike told him.

      “Fuck, I knew it. I was just telling Stacy that I bet they chickened out. By they, I mean you all.”

      “Yeah, we got that,” Paul said.

      “You shut up. I don’t know you, and as far as I’m concerned, I don’t want to. You’re dead weight, man. Just going to hold the rest of us able-bodied men back. Gimme a gun, I’ll go.”

      Mike and BT exchanged a glance. “No.” Mike stood up, waiting for Tim to charge or do something equally unpredictable.

      “What’d you say?”

      “I fucking said no. I’m not giving up a firearm to you.”

      “Aren’t I trustworthy enough?”

      “Not what I’m saying. We have less than twenty rounds, total. Not going to divide them out on what is basically a suicide mission.”

      “I’m not you; I’ll make it. I just need a gun.” He licked his lips. “I’m not scared of the big monkeys; they’re just stupid animals. Pew pew.” Tim mimicked shooting pistols. “First light we’re leaving, I don’t give a fuck which of you weapon wielders I drag with me, or you’re giving me a gun. Nonna is getting her meds, because if anything happens to her, I’m going to take it out on all of you.” He made sure to point to each individual in turn.

      “Yeah, enough of that shit. Get out.” BT pushed his shoulder. Tim braced, Mike took an instant to wonder if he’d shoot Tim if it came down to it, and he decided that indeed he would.

      The clown must have sensed that and, like any good predator weighing risks versus rewards, retreated.

      “What an asshole,” Tracy said as BT again propped the door up and slid the couch to hold it in place. “Like we don’t have enough going on."

      “Trip, any chance that pill stash of yours contains anything to do with high blood pressure?” Mike asked.

      “Why would I waste drug space on medicine?” Trip was aghast.

      “Just asking, no need to get offended. Don’t need another pissed-off person.”

      “Now what?” Paul asked.

      Mike shrugged, no one else said anything.
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      “What did they say?” Stacy asked.

      “They’re not planning on going.” Tim made a couple of fast loops around the living room.

      “Nonna only has…”

      “Well aware, Stacy. I just need one of the guns, and I’ll go myself. I might have to deal with the big one.”

      “BT?”

      “That’s what they call him, must be short for big tits.”

      “I heard that!” Mrs. Bennilli shouted from her bedroom.

      “Sorry, Nonna!”

      “What are you going to do?” Stacy asked much quieter.

      “The less you know, the better.”

      She smirked at him. “When you say stuff like that, it just means you don’t know.”

      Tim pulled his knife free from its sheath. The candlelight glowed along the edge. “I’ve got a pretty good idea.”
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      Mike was in a fugue state, half awake, half comatose, if such a thing existed, when there came a soft rapping upon the door. Muted twilight was bleeding through the windows, a red lens flashlight was a beacon in comparison. The knocking became more furtive.

      “Coming, shut up," he hissed, hoping the noise didn’t wake the rest of the group. He had a feeling it was going to be a long day—and not a good long day of drinking on a houseboat—but one of battle and survival.

      Mike scooted the couch, threw the makeshift bolt on the door, grabbed hold of it, and made a narrow entrance to the side before stepping back, stifling a yawn. Tim had moved the mat to the side; he had a strange look on his face, something approaching gleeful regret.

      “Tim?” Mike questioned.

      Tim produced a knife, a heavy snort behind him cautioned the man against using it.

      “Gus?” Mike was looking past Tim’s shoulder. The bear was standing on its hind legs, not two feet away.

      Mike watched as Tim quickly sheathed the knife and turned to the side.

      “What’s going on?” a bleary-eyed Linda asked.

      “I found the bear!” Tim exclaimed.

      Gus snorted at the lie.

      “The bear can smell bullshit as well as anyone.” Mike had drawn his pistol. “Got a feeling Tim was planning on violently acquiring a gun, and my guard bear foiled his plans.”

      “Foiled? Who says foiled? You fucking dolt. And I don’t know what you’re talking about. I came over to see if you guys had a change of heart since we talked.”

      “And the knife?” Mike moved to the side as Gus forced his way past Tim and came in.

      “It’s dangerous out here.”

      “You pulled it out after I opened the door.”

      “Are you sure? You were pretty out of it.”

      “Gaslighting? I wouldn’t have thought someone as brutish as you would have the wits to wield something like that.”

      “Gaslighting? How about we stick to using real words.”

      “Got a couple for you: Fuck. Off. That clear enough?”

      Tim curled his fists. “If you didn’t have that gun, I would fuck you up.”

      “BT!” Mike called over his shoulder but didn’t turn his head.

      “Right here, man.”

      “Need back up? You little puke.”

      “Not at all. I want him to hold my gun while I kick your ass.”

      Tim cycled quickly between surprise and excitement. “To the death?”

      “No, you fucking animal,” BT told him as Mike handed the gun over. “To the pain. Right?” He glanced at Mike.

      “Outside, asshole. I don’t want to have to mop up your blood once I’m done,” Mike said.

      “This guy serious?” Tim jokingly asked BT.

      “I wouldn’t fight him,” BT told Tim as the man backed out into the parking lot. “What the fuck are you doing?” he whispered to Mike.

      “Ever seen me fight?”

      “No. We’re neighbors and friends, not bar brawlers. I’m assuming you fight horribly, fists backwards, shuffling your feet fast like Curly from the Three Stooges.”

      “Seriously? That’s what you think?”

      “Nothing personal, man, but I’ve seen you try to dance, and if that lack of coordination translates over to your fighting skills, he’s going to fucking kill you, or try to, anyway. I’ll shoot him before it gets that far.”

      “I’m going to need you to hold off because, at first, I’m going to take a couple of shots from him, make him feel like he’s winning.”

      “Is this just your way of laying the foundation for when you inevitably end up on the ground in a bleeding heap?”

      “Are you coming or not? I mean, I get it if you don’t want to, I wouldn’t either.” Tim had stripped down to his Pikachu boxers and was flexing his arms and pecs.

      “He is a big one. Remember, don’t shoot him, I mean, unless I’m on the ground and he’s about to grind my skull into the pavement, then yeah, I’d appreciate you shooting him.”

      “Mike, what are you doing?” Tracy asked, she was getting ready to make a pot of coffee.

      “Tim was going to stab me, take my gun and the sled with his Nonna and Stacy to the motorsports store. That about right?” Mike asked Tim, who was dancing around and stretching.

      “I wasn’t necessarily going to stab you if you gave the gun over willingly. The rest is spot on.”

      “Going to teach him a lesson.” Mike kissed the side of Tracy’s face.

      “You’re just going to let him?” BT asked incredulously.

      “He’s a big boy. Hurry up, I’m going to try and make some pancakes on top of the woodstove.”

      “You’re not going to watch?” BT asked.

      “No, I don’t like how much blood there usually is," she replied, going back in.

      “Linda, the white people have all lost their damned minds!”

      “Would you keep Gus inside? I don’t want her getting involved.” Mike went down the porch stairs.

      “Can I go inside too? I’d rather not be involved, either.” BT kept looking around for someone with a rational mind to take charge of the situation. He came up wanting.

      “You sure about this?” Mike asked Tim.

      The larger man faltered; something about how confident his opponent was didn’t settle right in his stomach.

      “Last chance, Tim.”

      “Umm.”

      “You mind if I keep my gloves on? It always takes so long for knuckles to heal up.”

      “Errr.”

      “I’ll take that as a yes. Well, let’s get this show on the road then.”

      Tim swung the moment Mike squared off; he deftly avoided the strike.

      “Sorry, sorry, I was going to take one for the team, but you’re a pretty big guy, and it’s early and cold out, that would have stung like a fucker. Time out.” Mike made the shape of a T with both hands.

      “There’s no time-outs in a fight!” Tim barked.

      Mike took a deep breath. “Okay, I’m ready. Hit me.”

      “Huh?” Tim tilted his head in confusion, then swung. Mike bobbed out of the way.

      “Nope, sorry, I thought I could do it. Shit, this is tougher than I thought.”

      “What are you doing?” BT yelled.

      “Are you planning on tiring me out?” Tim asked, glancing at his fist as if wondering how it had not struck home.

      “Will it work?”

      Tim charged, head down, arms outstretched, ready to encircle his opponent. Mike stepped aside and gave a savage strike to the side of Tim’s head; his steps faltered as he stuttered off kilter before standing.

      “Ow!” Tim rubbed the side of his face. “That fucking hurt! Stand still so I can hit you!”

      “That’s a no from me, dawg,” Mike said matter-of-factly.

      Tim reached down and grabbed a handful of snow and ash.

      “Come on, man, that’s the tactic of every cheap fighter everywhere. You seriously going to act out that trope?” Mike asked.

      “You’re right, you’re right.” Tim contemplated dropping it. “Fuck it.” He swept his arm up and let loose the load. It missed Mike’s face by more than a foot.

      “Seriously? You throw as well as you punch.”

      Tim growled as he stood. He reached down and pulled the 9-inch Bowie knife free from its sheath.

      “Mike?” BT asked.

      “Scared, bitch?” Tim leered as he hunched over with the knife in front of him so it bisected his face.

      Mike held his hand up in a stop motion. “So far, Tim, it’s just been a little mano y mano. A punch here or there. If you bring that knife into this fight, I will kill you.”

      BT had the gun up and ready.

      “What are you going to do, have your friend shoot me? Talk about dirty fighting.”

      “You look like you have some experience with a knife; I’d say more in a stealthy manner, but for the sake of argument, I’ll assume you’ve used it in a fight. You’ll either come at me with an overhead attack or a straight thrust. Either way ends with me taking control of that blade and breaking through your chest plate with it, and that's a painful death. Quick-ish, but painful.”

      “Why aren’t you scared?”

      “Why should I be?”

      “Because I’m double your fucking size, and I have a big shiny knife.”

      “Meh. If I got scared for every time someone bigger than me tried to kill me, I’d have to travel around with a security blanket.”

      “What happened to them?” Tim stood.

      “If I’m here, you can do the math.”

      “Shoot him or not?” BT was moving closer to get a better angle.

      “Tim?”

      The man hesitated. “Fuck this.” He put the knife away and stormed off.

      “Fuck me.” Mike blew out the nervousness.

      “Holy shit, Mike! What was that all about?” BT asked.

      “Every Wednesday morning for the last few months, Tracy and I have been going to self-defense classes.”

      “The knife thing? Could you have done that?”

      “Fuck if I know. The instructor continually tells us that the best way to deal with these situations is to remain calm. People that panic are oftentimes the ones that get hurt or make fatal mistakes. Most of that fight was me trying not to throw up in my mouth.”

      “Remind me never to play poker with you.” BT wrapped his arm around Mike’s shoulder as they headed back in.

      “That worked?” Tracy had been watching through the window.

      “I don’t think I like how surprised you are right now.” Mike hugged his wife. “I was paying attention most of the time in class.”

      Gus was in the kitchen sitting down, a box of Cheerios in her front paws, cheerfully eating the contents. Trip was hovering nearby, grabbing at anything the bear dropped.

      “Is this the best idea for our limited supplies?” Stephanie rightfully asked. “That’s a wild animal, much better suited to the climate and feeding herself.

      Mike fundamentally agreed with her, but Gus was so damn cute. Plus, who was going to take those Cheerios away from her?

      A knock came at the door. “This is what happens when you don’t hang up a no soliciting sign. I don’t want an extended warranty for my vehicle! Fuck they’re persistent. Wait, maybe I do; if they can get us out of here, it’d be worth it,” Mike said.

      “Be careful,” BT said. "Tim might have had a change of heart."

      Mike was ready, though he was not expecting the sight he saw when he pulled the door away. “Mrs. Bennilli.”

      “Tell him," she said as she ushered Tim up the stairs, who very much looked like a six-year-old caught shoplifting and was dragged before the store owner to apologize.

      “Sorry.” Tim’s eyes were downcast.

      She smacked him in the back of the head. “Like you mean it!”

      “Um, this isn’t necessary.” Mike was embarrassed for the man.

      Tim looked up with pleading eyes. “I’m sorry for trying to kill you.”

      “Okay, I guess.” Mike was completely unsure as to an appropriate response. It wasn’t often habitual murderers were kowtowed into offering an apology by their Nonna. “Just maybe don’t let it happen again.”

      “We still have a problem, Nonna’s meds.”

      “I’ll be fine," the obvious head of the family said. "Let’s go.”

      “Will you be, Nonna?” Stephanie asked, coming to the fore.

      “I have three more days' worth.”

      “And then?” Stephanie was concerned.

      “I will finally be with my husband, God rest his soul. Although, knowing him, he will have already moved in with Fellista! Pah! Bastardo.” She kissed her fist and raised it high, shaking it angrily, then, her face softened; she made the sign of the Trinity, and raised her eyes skyward, as if God, in a private understanding they had between them, would absolve her of her sins.

      “Three days. I’ve got a feeling this is going to be over one way or the other by then. Tim, I promise, if we’re still standing on the third day, we’ll all trek out of here, come hell or high yetis. Deal?” Mike said.

      “You're the man. Can we go now, Nonna?”

      “Haha! You got in trouble!” Stacy was pointing at her cousin and laughing.

      Mike slid the door back in place. “That is the weirdest fucking family ever.”

      "Not so weird," BT said quietly.

      “You really think we’ll be out of here in three days?” Tracy asked.

      Mike had no idea, but he wasn’t going to dash the hopes of his wife. He gave a non-committal nod instead.

      As the morning wore on, though, Mike’s patience waned. “Should have gone during the funeral," he mumbled, peering out the window, he was absently stroking Gus’ back as the animal slumbered.

      “It’s not too late.” BT was at the next window over. Trip had somewhat fallen asleep on the couch, his back on the floor, and his legs on the cushions.

      “Fuck it, you’re right.” Mike stood up like the chair he’d been sitting in repelled his presence. “Woman, let’s pack up some food, we’re going.” He was happy to finally be doing something, a chance to leave the accursed place, get back to his kids and fur babies.

      BT wrestled the makeshift sled outside. Paul was slowly dressing for the weather.

      “I guess I’ll go tell the Munsters.” Mike walked to the next cabin. The door opened before he could knock. It was Tim. He was chowing through something that looked like a chop; Mike hoped it was pork.

      “Come to apologize?” Bits of food fell from his mouth.

      “No, I came to tell you we’re going to make a go.”

      “You know I didn’t mean that apology, right? I only said what I said because of the old lady.” Tim looked over his shoulder quickly before saying the last part, and even when he knew he was in the clear, he delivered the words softly.

      “Yeah, totally I get that.” Mike wanted the conversation to be over.

      Tim kept eye contact, attempting to detect deceit.

      “So, uh, yeah, we’re going, you coming?”

      “Everybody’s going?”

      “That’s the idea. We want to leave this place as far behind as possible by nightfall.”

      “You’re timing is for shit.”

      “Yeah, I get that a lot,” Mike told him. “We’re heading out in ten.”

      Tim had already closed the door. Mike wasn’t entirely sure if he was going to show or not.

      “I think I can walk a little,” Paul said as he came outside, he was moving slowly, his upper body rigid.

      “That’s all great and fine in the flattened snow, but once we have to start high stepping, you’re going to change your mind,” Linda told him.

      “I’ll let you know," he told her.

      “Did you tell them?” Tracy asked as she looked over to the other cabin.

      “I would have been within my rights not to, but yeah, I told them.”

      “We’re ready to go.” BT glanced over toward Tim’s cabin.

      “When did I become the official crazy whisperer?” Mike asked.

      “You have the most experience,” BT urged him on.

      “Dammit.” Mike strode over and knocked.

      “Yeah, yeah, we’re fucking coming, so fuck off!”

      “Always a pleasure,” Mike grumbled as he went back to the sled. “I wonder how many door-to-door salesmen ended up going missing when they had the misfortune of knocking on his door.”

      “Probably deserved it,” BT intoned.

      “Is this about the Kirby vacuum? You’ve got to let that go.” Linda was pulling on her gloves.

      “Fucker comes to our door, says how bad our vacuum cleaner is. It’s a Saturday, I’m just trying to relax. Linda lets him in. Dumps a whole bag of what he calls 'hypoallergenic dirt' on the carpet, then vacuums it up with our cleaner. He’s like, that’s not bad, but let me show you the sucking power of the Kirby 9000. Mike, a 1950 Ford was smaller and made less noise than this vacuum. I think if you paid for the deluxe package, it came with two donkeys to pull the fucking thing. Linda about lost her mind when he shows her the dirt trap after he vacuums again.”

      “You saw it too! The thing was full of dirt. How could we justify leaving all that dirt behind every time we cleaned?” Linda said.

      “Question: So did you check the Kirby to see if it was clean before he vacuumed?” Mike asked.

      “What did you say?” BT’s head spun with the possibilities.

      “I’m saying, are you sure that dirt wasn’t already there? And he vacuumed up nothing except your money?”

      “I…I don’t remember. Mike, that thing cost twenty-four hundred bucks. We’re still paying for it!”

      “You bought it? Was that like six months ago?”

      “Yeah. We got conned.”

      “He came to our house.”

      “Did you buy one, too?” BT wanted to share in the misery.

      “Fuck no. I told him if he didn’t get off my porch, I was going to make him squeal like a pig—in the Biblical sense.”

      “I wish I’d thought of that. Want to know the kicker? She doesn’t even use it. Says it’s too heavy to get out of the closet, hurts her back. I end up doing all the vacuuming. You realize the set of golf clubs we could have bought for that kind of money?”

      “You don’t golf.”

      “Exactly, and now you know why.”

      Linda smacked his arm.

      Stacy had to help Mrs. Bennilli down the stairs. She had so many layers on it was likely that if she fell, she would roll.

      “This is ridiculous!” she tried to yell, but it was muffled through two thick scarves.

      “It’s Alaska, Nonna. It’s going to get cold.” Tim rushed down the stairs to nearly carry his grandmother to the sled.

      Gus watched as the silly humans prepared to leave then bounded along as they began to walk. The sled creaked and bent under load but held together as BT pulled it along.

      “This is gonna suck," he said not a hundred feet past the parking lot and into the deeper snow. “You did five miles in this shit?”

      Mike nodded. “It was worse. At least this shit isn’t breaking away at the last moment.”

      “Guys.” Paul had stopped short. He was standing like he was in traction, his hand to his ribcage. “I…I can’t do this.”

      “Don’t worry, man, we’ll get you on the sled,” Mike told him.

      “Something shifted. I don’t think I can sit. I have to go back.” Though he didn’t move.

      “What about laying down?” BT asked,

      “I don’t know. Maybe.” Paul was breathing shallowly, doing his best not to further disturb his ribcage.

      “He’s not kicking Nonna off.”

      “Tim, we’re all in this together. No one is kicking anyone off,” Stephanie told him.

      “Damn straight.” His words weren’t quite as charged.

      “Mike, help me out. Going to try and lay him down like a board.” BT had one hand on the back of Paul’s neck, the other on his lower back.

      Mrs. Bennilli had moved up to the edge of the rolled-up aluminum.

      “Okay, Paul, just going to need you to fall back. Mike and I have you.”

      Paul looked to BT with desperation in his eyes. He was already in a bunch of pain; moving in that manner with the possibility of making a forceful landing kept him locked in position.

      “Slow,” BT said soothingly. “We’ve got you, man, we’ll get you on the sled, have you in a hospital by tonight.”

      Good words to say. Mike thought, but empty. Even if they got to the snowmobiles, it was unsure where they would go next. What had survived the earthquakes, fires and floods? Anchorage, if it still existed, would surely have some emergency personnel on hand, but that was no easy trek on an open to the air vehicle.

      Paul rocked back, his breathing quickened, he cried out in pain as he leaned some weight into BT and Mike.

      “Pussy.” Tim was watching, taking a measure of joy at the man’s struggle.

      “That’s helpful,” Tracy told him.

      Tim turned a savage gaze on her. His lips came together as he got ready to blurt out bitch. He quickly looked to Mike and then his Nonna before he let it drop. He plowed through the snow for a few feet, stopping to sulk.

      “Hurts.” Paul could barely get the word out as they got him down onto the sled. The blankets provided some cushion, but anything harder than a bed of feathers was going to cause him discomfort. “I…I don’t know about this.” Tears flowed down the sides of his face as he stared up into the sky. Can’t breathe right. Please…need a minute.”

      Mike and BT gave each other a knowing look. He couldn’t stand, walk or lay down, and the longer they stayed in place, the less likely they were to make their destination.

      “Back?” Mike asked as they stepped away.

      Linda had got down next to Paul and was gently stroking his forehead. “Slow breaths, in, out, calm," she said over and over like a mantra. Paul had his eyes closed and was doing his best to follow her directions.

      “He might need more help than we can offer, and besides, we need meds for Mrs. Bennilli,” BT answered.

      “We should get going.” Trip was looking up, his arms outstretched.

      “When did it get cloudy?” Mike asked.

      “Uh oh.” Trip grabbed his right knee and turned to his wife. “Barometric pressure is dropping, Steph. This is going to be a bad one.”

      Mike wanted to call him out for his bullshit, if only to make himself feel better, but the dark gray and black clouds were on the horizon and moving fast toward them. The knee may or may not have been a gauge, but the eyes didn’t lie, not this time.

      “Paul, we have to move now; are you going to be okay?” Linda asked.

      He didn’t answer but squeezed her hand to signify his agreement. Linda nodded to BT as she stood.

      “Can we fucking go now?” Tim moved to the front of the sled, put the rope loop over his head, and let it rest on his chest as he began to move. The frame was sitting lower in the snow, the added weight making it more challenging to pull. Tim cursed with nearly every step; Mrs. Bennilli had quit berating him after a half-mile or so when he wouldn’t stop.

      Gus had spent an inordinate amount of time sniffing at or around Paul. Mike didn’t like that one bit; the bear clearly knew something but wasn’t saying anything. BT was in front of Tim by a few paces, attempting to furrow a path. Linda was doing her best to stay up with the sled to keep an eye on Paul, but this wasn’t Thursday afternoon Pilates, and she was beginning to suffer. Stephanie and Trip were immediately behind her; they looked like they were on a late fall afternoon stroll.

      By design, Mike was bringing up the rear, making sure that nothing snuck up on them, though he seldom brought his head up to look around. The only warning he was going to be able to give would be his first and final scream as he was dragged down; he hoped that would be enough. Tracy had kept busy during their marriage, running around with the kids, gardening, even mowing the lawn, and she was in decent shape, but not many besides world-class athletes were in the kind of shape necessary to make this particular journey. As she slowed, so subconsciously did Mike, giving him the illusion that he was keeping pace, in a twisted way. They were a mile in when a flake landed on his nose. He looked up to see that BT was some hundred yards ahead; Tracy wasn’t more than five feet from him.

      “How are you doing?” he asked her. The subtext meaning was she needed to move faster, but if he said that outright there was a good chance she’d rip his junk off and beat him with it, and, as much as this journey sucked, that would be worse.

      She didn’t say anything, though, and for a few feet, she did, in fact, speed up before again slowing. She was rapidly approaching spent, and they were nowhere near the halfway point. He looked at the sled, wondering if there was any way she could squeeze on there like Jack should have the oversized door in the movie Titanic. Unlike the film, there wasn’t an extra inch. Paul and Mrs. Bennilli were already bunched up, and there was no chance either of them could be rotated out to give her a spell.

      When BT turned to check on the group, he called for a "five-minute break" after seeing how far the Talbots were lagging.

      “Don’t think that’s a good idea, Hoss.” Tim was pouring sweat even though the temperature had dropped and the snow was picking up.

      BT could not help but think they were in serious trouble right then. If the temperature continued to fall, and the snow moved to whiteout conditions, the yetis would be the least of their problems. Mike helped Tracy slog up to the front.

      “I need to sit.” Before Mike could protest, she plopped down in the makeshift path and leaned up against the created snowbank. He wanted to tell her that she should keep moving so that the lactic acid didn’t build up, making it even that much more difficult to continue or, barring that, the loss of body heat she was going to suffer by sitting in the snow. Instead, he kept quiet. If this was their last day on earth, he didn’t want his wife to be mad at him for the duration.

      “Sorry,” Mike said, "I guess I’m not as rested from the first time as I thought," which was mostly true.

      “Are you going to be able to keep going?” BT asked Mike, though his eyes had traveled to Tracy, who was staring off into the distance.

      “Yeah, I’ve got this. No worries.”

      Paul was moaning, but he was far from the only one in pain. Stacy was suffering from blisters, but she didn’t dare take off her boots to check. Linda’s hamstrings were so tight she was worried about pulling one and was doing her best to stretch the muscles out. Trip was hunched over, yellow bile that smelled like moldy feet dripped from his mouth. Tim had his hands on his hips, eyes closed, face upturned with a teeth-showing grimace as he fought through his discomfort. BT had a stitch in his side that would not subside. Of them all, only Mrs. Bennilli and Stephanie seemed unaffected, the former had good reason, the latter was apparently a freak of nature, according to Mike, anyway.

      “Want me to take the reins?” BT asked Tim.

      “Fuck off,” Tim growled.

      “Shit, Trip, what did you eat?” Mike asked as he leaned down and extended a hand to his wife. A gust of wind had brought the bouquet of stench directly into his nostrils. He had to step back and turn his head away.

      “The last of the Phritos," was all Trip offered as he stood and wiped his mouth.

      Mike didn’t think he was ever going to eat that particular corn snack ever again, regardless of whether he made it through the day or not. Tracy had grabbed Mike’s outstretched hand and nearly pulled him over getting up. Her eyes grew wide once she stood. She placed a hand on his chest and leaned in.

      “Seeing spots.”

      “Dehydration. You need to drink some water.”

      She took a sip; he watched until she drank more. “I’m fine, fine.” Though the last word evaporated into the air.

      “Ready?” BT asked. Trip was the only one to respond with a thumb that morphed into a bird.

      “I think he speaks for all of us,” Tracy told him.

      They ventured forth. If the pain in his body was any indicator, Mike figured they were halfway there. The wind had gained speed, driving the already dangerous temperature even lower. Luckily, if the heavy snow was coming, it had thus far held off; also, the wind was at their backs, urging them on to their destination.

      “Small favors," he mumbled. “What the fuck?” Mike caught a whiff of something distasteful. He looked up the line to Trip; the man was not purging his stomach again, and even if he was, he was upwind. “Fuck. Tracy, move!” A quick squeeze of his adrenal gland gave him the juice necessary to grab her arm and almost drag her forward.

      “You’re hurting me!” She tried to wrench her arm free.

      “They’re here!” he shouted, hoping all would hear and his wife would quit trying to get away from him. There was no question as to who they were.

      “I don’t see anything.” BT had shielded his eyes and gazed about.

      “Wait for it,” Mike told him. The adrenaline was already beginning to peter out, and he was more tired for it. A strong gust brought with it a musty swamp scent.

      “Stand and fight or try to outrun them?” BT asked.

      “Well, all I have thanks to you two fucks is a knife. I’m making a run for it.” Tim kept pulling the sled. Stacy hobbled behind, looking desperately at the sled and a way to get on it.

      “Tim, we need to make a plan,” Mike called after the man. Tim tossed an eagle over his shoulder.

      “Already made mine, fuck face.”

      “We can’t outrun them. Better to kill one or two, see if they back off,” Mike said.

      “And if they wait?” Tracy asked.

      “Wait for what?” Mike asked.

      “Until we freeze to death.” Linda had her arms wrapped around her chest.

      “Let’s give it a minute or two. If they show, we do our best to send them running. If they don’t, we’ll catch up to Tim, or, who knows, hopefully he’ll get lost,” BT said.

      “There are three people with him that aren’t bad,” Linda berated him.

      “No, I’m just saying I hope he gets lost.”

      “I sure could go for a cheesesteak,” Mike said.

      “What?” Tracy looked at him like he’d gone mad.

      “I’m nervous and I’m hungry. I’d rather concentrate on one over the other," he told her.

      “Smart man.” Trip tapped his crotch.

      The others stared.

      Embarrassed, Stephanie explained: “He gets confused on which, umm, head to signify. Where his brain is…?”

      “Where’s Gus?” Mike asked, finally noticing that his furry friend was nowhere around.

      “Took off about a half-mile ago, maybe got the scent a lot earlier than us.” BT was checking his pistol. “The only reason I noticed was because for a while she was blazing the trail; almost made this walk bearable.”

      “I thought it got tougher. Figured it was because I was getting tireder.”

      “More tired, hon,” Tracy corrected.

      “Seriously? Right now?”

      “You brought up cheesesteaks. I think I can correct grammar.”

      “I think I see something.” Linda pointed.

      Mike brought his rifle up, tried to get a better view through the scope. The blowing snow was making it difficult.

      “Oh fuck," the words more spilled from BT’s mouth than were spoken. Mike lifted his cheek from the buttstock to see that it wasn’t one yeti but rather a line of them spread out horizontally.

      “What are they doing?” Linda asked as she took an unconscious step backward.

      “They’re herding us. My dad said this was how they used to hunt deer. A bunch of guys would get in a line, make noise and drive the deer into the waiting bullets of a couple of hunters up ahead.”

      “Paul and the rest!” Tracy exclaimed. They could be walking right into the quite literal teeth of the enemy.

      “Shit, we have to move. Go. I’ll be right behind—I want to give them something to think about.” Mike got down onto one knee, wrapped the sling around his right elbow to pull the arm in tight, locking it in place as best he could. “Go!” he urged, fearful that once he took the shot the yetis would quite possibly charge instead of falling back. He waited, making sure they were actually moving, took a couple of breaths in the hopes he could calm the swarm of butterflies in his stomach. He placed his left cheek on the stock, closed his right eye, found the one following their trail, lined up center mass, and fired. He rocked back slightly from the discharge. He caught a splash of blood from where the bullet struck. A menacing howl pierced the air, the yeti placed both hands over the wound before falling over. Mike waited for a moment to see what they would do; two moved closer to check on the fallen, and he could feel the multiple gazes upon him. He had one more round and an easy shot; he decided to hold onto it. As he stood, so did the one that had been leaning over the body. It reared back and tossed a rock, Mike didn’t think there was any way on God’s green earth the stone would hit the distance, and he was right, as it sailed over his head and landed some twenty feet past.

      “Always said I wanted them to be discovered. Would have been a fuck-load cooler if it wasn’t by me.” Mike double-timed back to catch up with the group. “Faster!” he urged, waving his arm at them. They didn’t stop to demand an explanation, for that, he was thankful. He wasn’t sure how long it would have taken to marshal up enough oxygen to sound coherent. When he had run as far as he could, he took a look behind him, fully expecting to see the close-up snarling face of a yeti. He didn’t see anything, but that didn’t mean much. The snow was coming down harder, and visibility had dropped off considerably.

      “We…can…slow…down…” he managed. He had to reach out to steady Tracy; he was afraid if she fell over, it was likely she’d tell him to leave her there.

      Great plumes of exhaust were coming from BT’s nose, making him look like a fire-breathing dragon. He first bent back to look up, then forward, as he did his best to catch his wind. Trip, who had done the first jaunt easily enough, was having a difficult time, and even Stephanie, who had seemed like she could do this for days, was mirroring BT.

      “I…I don’t know…if,” Linda stammered. “Make it.”

      “Of course you can,” BT told her, though he didn’t look up, the words spoken more out of habit than truth. Linda shot him a look that should have melted the nearby snow; Mike noticed that BT had, luckily, missed the withering glance.

      “Did you kill it?” Tracy asked.

      “Yeah. In hindsight, I should have wounded it.”

      “Why? Now it’s one less that we have to deal with,” Stephanie breathed.

      “They’re intelligent beings. I think two would have dragged it back for help, or maybe they would have stopped to comfort it as it bled out.”

      “I counted ten before we left. You?” BT had finally stood.

      “Dozen, maybe more. Gotta be the whole tribe, or whatever they call themselves, out here hunting us.”

      “Takes a village to feed a child,” Trip said.

      “I don’t think that’s how that goes,” Stephanie corrected him.

      “We still need to catch up to Tim, let him know there’s a good chance he’s walking into an ambush. We ready?” BT asked.

      Daggers again were pitched from Linda’s eyes. “How far?” she pleaded.

      Mike felt terrible and a little scared even saying the words. “Mile and a half, maybe a little more.”

      There was a momentary sag like the puppeteer had let go of the strings propping her body before she caught herself. “I’m going to get back-to-back body massages when this nightmare is over.” BT grabbed her hand as they headed out. Mike’s routine was to take two steps, stop and scan the area behind them, and begin again. They were out there. The smell still prevalent, though a little less so. They knew he could reach out and strike, but if they'd known it was only one more time, his group’s lives might already be forfeit.

      “Motherfucker!” BT yelled, Mike was fearful the man had been injured, either by a thrown rock or a pulled muscle. When he saw him moving faster, he didn’t think either of those were the case.

      From his vantage point, he couldn’t tell what was going on. BT and Linda both went to their knees. When he caught up, he saw Paul on the ground. Most of the accumulated snow had been brushed off, but he was cold, possibly hypothermic-cold. His lips were blue, his teeth were chattering, and his body was shivering uncontrollably, which was shaking his broken rib, causing him massive amounts of pain.

      “Tim," the word came out of BT’s mouth as if it were a swear.

      “Pa..pa..pulled me off.” The pain and cold were so intense Paul could barely speak. “St…St…Stacy.”

      “We get it. We’ll get you out of here. Look, Paul, this is going to suck." BT shook his head. "Mike, help me get him into a piggyback position.”

      Mike groaned in sympathy for both men. Paul being carried and BT carrying the whole next leg of the journey was going to be a torturous hell for both. Paul’s eyes were rolling around in his head like well-oiled ball bearings. “Gotta stay awake, man. I’ll take point.”

      “I’ll do it.” Linda laid her hand on Mike’s arm. “You have to watch our backs.”

      Mike nodded tersely.

      “Jesus, I know Tim is an asshole, but this?” Tracy was exasperated. “And Stacy? How could she allow this to happen? Mrs. Bennilli?”

      “I’m not so sure either was in any position to protest.” Mike sincerely hoped that was the case. He knew there was evil in the world; he’d seen enough of its aftermath up close not to believe beyond doubt Evil existed, but he chose to think that most people were inherently good. There was no other way to survive in this world. The notion that three of the aberrations could be together was far too repelling to dwell upon. He decided instead not to judge them just yet.

      “But...they just left him in the snow. How?”

      “I don’t know, hon, we’ll have to figure it out later. Right now, we still have us to worry about.”

      Trip was right behind BT, doing his best to prop Paul up and to keep him awake. Mike steadily fell back to the point he could no longer hear the man’s suffering as BT walked on. Linda was doing her best to create a manageable trail for her husband to follow, but she’d already been on the edge of exhaustion; there was only so much more she was going to be able to give. Stephanie passed both of them by to take the lead.

      “Hon,” Mike gently prodded. At five-two, the snow was nearly waist high on his wife; even with the trampling going on ahead of her, she had to pick up her legs higher than anyone else, and it was taking its toll.

      “I know!” she shouted. His normally stalwart wife began to shed tears of frustration, fear, and fury.

      Mike was genuinely terrified, and it was only partially due to the yetis. They were in a very real danger of succumbing to the elements. Paul was in horrible shape; he figured it was fifty-fifty whether the man would make it, but what would happen if Linda seized up? Would BT do what Tim had done? Family first? In that context, what the asshole clown had done seemed justified. Inhumane, but justified, at least on a human level, if not a moral one. With the same set of circumstances, Mike wrestled with what he would do. If it came down to Paul or his wife, there was no question who he'd carry. The difference was Mike would also carry guilt for the rest of his life, whereas Tim had probably already forgotten about it the moment he rolled the man off the sled. Not sure how one felt after the fact would matter much to the Pearly Gates keeper. “Oh, you felt bad about your shitty actions? Well, that makes all the difference, welcome to a glorious eternity in Heaven!”

      Mike almost envied Tim for his psychopathic tendencies. Had to be kind of nice not to give a shit about anything you’d ever done. How many hours of sleep had he lost going over his transgressions, his regrets, the what ifs, late at night? Repeatedly. How often had nightmares of those actions and inactions prevented any sleep at all?

      A sound like the firing of the world’s largest musket stopped them in their tracks, followed by a tremor. His legs, which already had the consistency of jelly, now moved like it. The earth had once again cracked its knuckles, releasing the pent-up energy. Mike couldn’t say what that was going to do for their present journey, but he figured it was safe to say it wasn’t going to make things any smoother.

      Linda had moved to the side, her burdened, heavily breathing husband drove past. She fell back in line but slowed considerably until Tracy caught up with her. She grabbed her friend’s hand. “Let’s go.”

      “Oh sure, she doesn’t get chewed out.” Mike made abundantly sure she couldn’t hear that. The snow had slowed some, allowing a greater range of view, and there they were, far on the horizon but visible, fourteen impossibly large, dark figures following. “What I wouldn’t do for a bench and a box of ammo. Pew, pew motherfuckers.” He turned and trudged after the rest.

      “Gotta stop.” BT was staggering. Mike was moving as fast as he could, but it was Trip that was able to grab Paul and let him down relatively gently, although, anything more than the touch of a feather was going to cause him pain. “Fuuuuuck!” BT was listing to the side, one hand gripping the small of his back. Tracy and Stephanie seized that moment to take a much-needed break. Mike wanted to as well; instead he went up to the front.

      “How you holding up?” he asked; his friend was obviously in distress.

      BT stepped a few feet up to whisper, hoping Paul couldn’t hear.

      “I’m done, man. I’m not going to be able to carry him any farther.”

      Mike didn’t ask for clarification. If BT said he was done, then he was done. Knowing the why of it didn’t change that fact.

      Linda had gone up to Paul and was checking on him. When she was done, she joined her husband and Mike. “He needs a hospital soon, or he’s not going to make it.”

      “I’m not sure if any of us are going to make it,” Mike said absently. “Shit, I am really sorry I said that out loud.”

      “What if one or two of us goes and gets a snowmobile? The rest of us will stay here and try to keep him warm,” Linda offered.

      “Not a bad idea except for the squad of Sasquatches following us.” Mike pointed. “They stopped when we did, but there’s no guarantee they won’t start back up when someone leaves.”

      “What are we going to do?” Linda had a hand upon her forehead as she thought about the problem. “Tim murdered him. Slower than the man in the RV, maybe, but murdered him all the same. He would have done a kindness if he had stabbed him.”

      “I’ll try to carry him some more.” BT was listing heavily; he appeared to be the inspiration for the tower in Pisa.

      “Can’t risk it,” Mike told him. “If you go down, there’s nobody that’s going to be able to carry you, brother. Trip and I will have to rotate out. Maybe the best thing we can do is all start off and send someone up ahead to get a snowmobile. I don’t think our furry friends are going to do anything until night.”

      “That’s not that far off.” BT looked at his watch.

      “Stephanie is the best choice for the runner. She’s in the best shape, or she’s the best actor, either way.” Linda motioned for the other woman, who was huddled next to her husband.

      “We can help with half that plan,” Stephanie replied once they’d laid out their thoughts. “Trip won’t be able to carry Paul. He has two vertebrae fused together; if he puts that kind of strain on his back, it could be catastrophic. We can, however, trek ahead and get some snowmobiles.”

      “That’ll have to do. Thank you,” Linda told her.

      “Realistically, Mike, how long do you think you can piggyback the man?” BT asked as they watched Trip and Stephanie head out.

      “On level ground with no snow, I can’t imagine more than a quarter-mile. In this shit, if I make it three hundred feet, I’ll give myself a high five.”

      “It’s not worth it.” Linda looked over to Paul.

      “What are you saying?” her husband asked.

      “Not that. I’m saying it’s not worth it to hoist him up onto Mike’s back for that short of a ride; it will do more damage than good.”

      “Looks about as good a place to defend as any. I think we should get off the road and into the woods a little bit, use the trees for cover.” Mike was turning from evacuation mode to entrenchment mode.

      “Don’t we want to see them coming?” Tracy had joined the group.

      “They have rocks and fairly decent aim,” Mike told her. “And I have one bullet for the rifle. I’m going to put this out there because it needs to be said; I’m merely stating it so that we’re all aware. Our survivability takes a serious hit just staying here. Waiting for the yetis to come is one thing, but we still have to deal with this weather and the chance of being stranded. There is also a chance that Trip and Stephanie never make it, and we’re waiting here for a rescue that isn’t coming. This is an exercise I did in my head every time I was on a mission. When we started out this morning, I had our odds at an eighty-five percent success rate, well within any parameters one could hope for on a dangerous objective. When the asshole Tim replaced Paul with his cousin and left us like this, we took a significant hit. Dropped down to sixty percent, best, but most of that peril lay with Paul. Now though, waiting for the yetis and waiting for the snowmobiles...?” Mike spread his hands. “I put all of us at somewhere around twenty percent. I, for one, am not comfortable with that at all.”

      “And if we left Paul and headed out?” BT asked. “I’m just asking," he addressed his wife, who had glared over at him.

      “Climbs right back up to eighty-five, maybe ninety, given how close we are and now that we wouldn’t be towing anything,” Mike responded.

      “And the guilt? Don’t you think you’d be towing that around for a good long while?” Linda sneered.

      “I’d be alive to feel something, at least," he told her. “Linda, this isn’t easy to say, but we’re not just risking our lives here, we are actively putting them on the line in the hopes that something intercedes to keep us alive.”

      “We can’t just leave him," she exclaimed.

      “I didn’t say that. All I am saying is this is the risk we’re at.”

      “That’s just your opinion," she retorted.

      “True, though I do have some experience, as do you. You’re a nurse; you can’t tell me you at one time or another weren’t dealt a large emergency and had to triage patients. Who stands the best chance of being saved and who you don’t have time to waste the resources on.”

      Linda was quiet.

      “Listen, I’m not trying to speak for the group, but we need to think this through.”

      “I’m staying.” Linda was adamant and immediate with her answer.

      The moment she said her answer, Mike knew the outcome without BT having to respond verbally. He wasn’t going to leave his wife, Mike wasn’t going to leave his friend, and Tracy wasn’t going to leave her husband.

      “Then I guess we’re staying,” Mike said. Linda was contented that her stance had swayed the group. “At least you won’t have to live with that guilt for long.”

      “Mike!” BT exclaimed.

      Tracy pulled Mike away as BT posted up on him. He raised his hands and backed away.

      “What the fuck are you doing, man?” BT asked.

      “How are you doing, Paul?” Mike was looking down on the man.

      “Been better," he managed.

      “You all right for a minute? We need to get off the road, but I want to clear some snow away for you, maybe even see if we can get a small fire lit.”

      “I’ll wait here.”

      “Might be for the best,” Mike told him with a smile.

      Linda and BT were together talking animatedly; it would have been impossible not to hear them.

      “Hon, stop, please,” BT begged.

      “No, he’s not like us! All he knows is how to take lives, not save them.”

      “That’s not fair, he was a Marine.”

      “He’d leave him here, you know that.”

      “We don’t know that. He was just telling us his thoughts.”

      “Oh, so now you’re on his side?”

      “I’m here, aren’t I? And there are no sides.”

      “Aren’t there?”

      “You done?” Mike was sick of being talked about like he wasn’t there and not in the most flattering of ways.

      “I’ll be done when I’m done,” Linda replied unabashedly. “I always thought you were a little too loud, crass and egotistical, but what I didn’t realize was your lack of humanity.”

      “Seriously?” Mike was genuinely hurt.

      “Who the fuck are you to talk to my husband like that? Tracy looked as if she’d been shot from a cannon as she headed toward Linda. “You stuck up bitch. You’ve always thought you were better than us, better than everyone, really.”

      “I am,” Linda shouted. “Your kind don’t belong in our neighborhood. You’re a war mongering piece of trailer trash. A murderer! Writing a book doesn’t change who you are!”

      BT interceded before Linda and Tracy could go to blows. Mike knew stress could bring out the worst in people, but much like alcohol, it could also reveal the genuine person underneath the civility. He’d always considered Linda a friend and was now realizing the outburst was more along the lines of who she was, whereas at home it was all an act on her part to appease her husband, he hoped. If BT felt the same, he wasn’t sure if there would ever be another human he could trust.

      Mike went and placed a hand on Tracy’s shoulder. “Hon, it’s not worth it.” She was glaring at the other woman. “And you?” Mike looked at BT.

      “I always liked the loud, crass, and egotistical parts about you,” BT shrugged.

      “Trace, come on, we don’t have time for this. Let’s dig a fighting hole-slash-shelter; we’re going to need both.”

      “Bitch,” Tracy said before turning.

      “Grab any low branches you can. We need to make a fire; maybe that’ll keep them away, and plus, heat. We’re going to definitely need that.” Mike propped the rifle up against a tree and began to move armloads of snow, digging down while simultaneously using the extracted snow to build up a parapet. After a few moments, BT came over and wordlessly began to help. When they were nearly done with their ten-foot across hole with walls roughly five feet tall, the big man finally said something.

      “I’m sorry.”

      “I figured you’d go with the 'she didn’t mean' it spiel.”

      “I knew you’d realize it for the bullshit it was.”

      “She’s never liked us?” Mike asked.

      “She adores Tracy.”

      “I don’t get it, BT, I’ve never been anything but decent to her. I loved, shit, I love her. She’s my best friend’s wife. Not once have I ever felt animosity between us.”

      “I don’t know if it’s so much you as what you were.”

      “A Marine? I’ll never apologize for that.”

      “I’m not asking you to. Just, as a caregiver, can you see where she’s coming from? Her job is to make people feel better, to save them after injuries, nurse them back to health.”

      “And my job was to protect her way of life so she could do just that.”

      “Mike, I’m not arguing with you.”

      “Don’t you think I already suffer enough for what I’ve done, what I’ve seen? Do you want to know how long it was after I got home before I could look in a mirror?”

      BT held his hands up.

      “Six months and twelve days. Before that I couldn’t stand the fucking sight of myself. It took me a long time to be all right with myself again, and most of the time, it’s still a daily battle. What has helped me most along the way is my family and my friends. And to now find out that was all a lie.... I don’t even know what to do with that.”

      “Not all of it is a lie.”

      “If we survive, which, I’m not kidding, BT, is very much in jeopardy, I’ll never be able to set foot in your home again, to go over to your house for a barbecue, we’ll never go on another vacation together. Eventually, you and I will drift apart because now that Linda has made her stance clear and aired it, she’s not going to want you to be around me.”

      “I won’t let that happen.”

      “You say that. But even when I gave my assessment of the situation, you didn’t even take my words into account when you made your decision; you didn't even attempt to change her mind. I’m not blaming you; you don’t live with me. It’s always going to be you and her against the world. In this instance, I’m the world.”

      “Fuck.”

      “We’ll worry about the future if there is one. Let’s get Paul in here.”

      Linda stepped back from where she was helping Paul as Mike approached.

      “They’re running!” Tracy shouted, dropping her armload of wood.

      “Jesus,” Mike said as he raced back to the hole. They’d seen that he didn’t have his rifle and were charging. BT grunted loudly as he scooped Paul up off the ground. His back, which had slowly begun to unwind, knotted up instantly. He swore and groaned with each step.

      The yetis had closed to within fifty feet by the time Mike skidded to a stop next to the tree where his rifle was. His heart was pounding against his ribcage, some from exertion, but much more from fear. If he shot now, his remaining bullet would fly fast and furious for a mile and a half before falling harmlessly back to the earth. He braced the rifle against the tree, the barrel rising and falling with his pounding pulse. He knew he was never going to get his racing, runaway heart under control in time to take a well-aimed shot. Luckily or unluckily, the target was large enough to make up for a great swath of inaccuracy.

      Thirty feet away, the barrel of the rifle came back down. He would not have another cycle, and he still had to hope the rest peeled off after he shot. The thundering feet of the yetis and the whoops they made were loud enough Mike never heard the shot being fired.

      “Holy fuck," was all he could manage as he watched the left side of the lead yeti’s face dissolve into a ragged, loosely held together mass of blood, bone, and tissue. It let out a wretched scream, a strangled sound coming through misfiring brain waves and a bisected tongue. It was enough. Ten more feet and the yetis would have overrun the position and killed them all; instead, they curved away deeper into the woods. Mike watched the retreat for a moment before letting his head sag. BT had just made it to the hole and slid in, lowering Paul gently to the ground.

      “You okay?” he asked Mike.

      “That was close. I think I shit my pants.”

      Mike stayed where he was as a small fire was started. The heat was welcome in the enclosure. It had been two hours since Trip and Stephanie had left, and night was right around the corner.

      “You think it’s possible they left without us?” BT asked.

      “Huh?” Mike was peering into the darkening woods.

      “Trip and Stephanie, do you think they got there and said fuck it? Grabbed a couple of motor sleds and bailed?”

      “Well shit. I didn’t think that until now. Thanks for that.”

      “Nice shooting, by the way.”

      “Did you do that on purpose?” Linda asked.

      “What?” Mike turned to look at her.

      “That yeti. It was coming straight for me. Is that why you shot it? To make a point?”

      “I honestly don’t even know what you’re talking about. I shot it because it was the first one I saw and, best I could tell, the closest. And even if that wasn’t the case, are you angry I saved your life now? Like I somehow did it for spite? Does that even make sense?”

      “Okay, Mike.” BT was attempting to make peace.

      “This. This is what I was just talking about, bud. You’re asking me to calm down after your wife gave me shit for saving her life. How could I possibly compete with that? Better yet, why would I want to?”

      BT was in a no-win situation, and he knew it.

      “Goddamnit, that thing fucking stinks,” Paul blurted, referring to the dead yeti. He had some color, although that could have been attributed to the fire he was nearly lying upon.

      “Should we move it?” BT asked no one in particular, and no one in particular responded. “I, um, guess I’m going to get some more firewood." BT climbed out of their makeshift bunker.

      Mike kept the rifle visible, though, at the moment, it was merely a prop in the play he was performing in. Without bullets, the best it could become would be a club

      “Hey, get some sticks that are roughly rifle size,” he called out. "Let’s let them think we have a bunch.”

      “Good idea,” BT told him.

      “Don’t stay out there long,” Linda called out.

      Mike realized that some of that was her concern for her husband, but he’d be an idiot if he didn’t think part of it was just so that BT couldn’t fulfill his request, a way to assert herself. He could only shake his head.

      BT made five trips, making sure they had enough wood to make it through the night. Four branches were perfect as far as looking like weapons. “Dinner," he said as he pulled granola bars out of his pockets. He gave a pack to each of them, even under the scrutinizing eye of his wife as he handed one to Mike.

      Shit. We should really move that body, Mike was thinking. “Our best way of knowing they’re coming is by that stench, but that thing out there will probably mask it.”

      “Would you be able get it far enough away? Or even move it?” Tracy asked.

      “Going to have to try, and we can bury it in the snow a bit. Hopefully that'll cut the worst of whatever that reek is down.”

      “You’ve already gone out once.” Linda wrapped her arm around BT’s waist.

      “Didn’t realize there was a limit on the number of times someone should help when trying to survive. I’ll keep that in mind,” Mike told her. He looked at BT, who seemed trapped by his wife's small arm.

      “I’ll come with you,” Tracy said.

      “This has gone far enough, Linda. I don’t know exactly what’s going on, but you need to stop,” BT told her once the Talbots had exited. He extracted himself from her and headed out to help.

      “Fuck me.” Mike’s eyes were watering as he got closer to the dead yeti.

      “It’s huge.” Tracy had her hand over her mouth and nose as she spoke. “How can there be something so big in this country and never discovered before?”

      The animal was nearly ten feet tall, covered in thick, oily, white fur. Its head was almost conical, like a gorilla's, but its posture had been more human. Its cheeks and chin were the only parts of its face not covered in fur, but that only highlighted the fact that it did not look remotely human, as opposed to a chimpanzee, which could look very human. The yeti’s features, in contrast, were too large, too broad, and the low-hanging shelf above its eyes made sure it would never be mistaken that way.

      “Sure am glad I have gloves on for this part.” Mike grabbed an arm and leaned back, straining. If the body moved, he wasn’t aware of it.

      “I’ve got it,” BT told Tracy just as she was reaching down to grab the other arm. “You ready?”

      “No,” Mike answered truthfully. “On three?”

      “Sure.”

      “Three.” Mike began pulling back, as did BT. At first, he figured it was his spine sliding or his arms stretching, then the yeti began to shift. Once they got it unstuck, it moved pretty easily.

      “I can hardly believe this.” BT was pushing piles of snow atop the beast. “I know you’ve brought yetis up before, hell, you bring up all sorts of weird shit, but I would have believed alien crocodile thingies over this.”

      “Lends a lot more credence to the things I say, doesn’t it?”

      “Not really. You’ve brought up maybe a hundred things; law of averages says one of them had to be right. Zombies, werewolves, aliens, ghosts, vampires, demons...your mind is a scary place, Mike. We should get back.”

      Mike was looking at the large, rounded mound. The smell had been greatly reduced but was far from erased. “I don’t want to die like this.”

      “No one said anything about dying,” BT replied.

      “Pretty sure I did. Only been a couple of times where it might have been worse.”

      BT said nothing as his friend traveled across time and space in his mind.

      Mike looked up. “There were a few times in Afghanistan it got…pretty hairy. The worst was when we were sent up this mountain, looking for some leader of a cabal—just another one of the dozens. The helos dropped us off smack dab in the middle of a trap. It was set up so perfectly it was like someone high up in intelligence was in on it. We’d maybe climbed a thousand feet up this stony crag of a mountain when they sprang it. First thing I heard wasn’t bullets or explosions but whistles; I don’t know if they didn’t have radios or were fearful we’d been monitoring them, but they were communicating through little metal fucking whistles, something not much better than used to be in Cracker Jack boxes.

      “I still don’t where they were hiding. There was no place to hide, like, seriously man, this place looked like the surface of Mars. But there they were, in a classic three-pronged attack. One of my friends, Dewey, he was right next to me bitching at how bad the Lions were doing, when all of a sudden he wasn’t. Tough to say much of anything with a sucking chest wound. I dropped on top of him to keep him from getting shot any more, then I started returning fire. I don’t remember much about the gunfight. The thing that sticks out the most is how much blood my uniform soaked up. It was heavy with the weight of it.”

      “You’ve never said anything about this.”

      “It’s not something I like to relive by speaking about, already get to revisit it frequently with the hauntings. Anyway, my point is even though we were outmanned, outgunned, and we had the enemy advancing on us and our indefensible position, and even though I’d said my prayers and goodbyes, there was still hope. The LT was pretty good, as far as officers go. He didn’t cave, trust me, I’d seen a couple go full-on babbling brook or shut down completely. This one, though, he was giving coordinates. A couple of minutes, that was it, that was all we had to hold on for. Sure, that can feel like days, but it's doable. Then two of the ugliest, most beautiful warplanes, the A-10 Warthogs, came in and tore that shitty hill up into chaff. Ended up taking out over a hundred of them.”

      “The lieutenant sounds like he knew what he was doing.”

      “He did; he got some posthumous award or some shit. He took a bullet five seconds before the planes showed. Five motherfucking seconds. I skated out of the award ceremony. Not really the point I’m trying to make here, but I think that was why we were sent on that mission. They knew those fighters were there; they knew we were going to be in a shitstorm."

      "They used you as bait?"

      "Yep. Expendable commodities. A potential loss of twelve Marines to a hundred of theirs. Fair exchange, right?” There was a pleading in Mike’s eyes. “I always wondered how those A-10s got there so fast, like cops waiting around the corner from a bar at closing time.”

      “Fuck, Mike. I’m sorry.”

      “Yeah, me too. The point that I took the long way about getting to is that I felt more confident in surviving then, than I do now. Even if I thought I was going to die, I figured some of the squad would be rescued when the avengers from the sky came and wiped the enemy from the earth, and I was okay with that. But here, now? No one’s coming. We’re on our own, and we’re all going to die. And again, I’m okay with it for myself. A part of me died a long time ago, but my wife? You? It makes my chest hurt thinking about it.”

      BT noted how Mike had left Linda out of the equation. He couldn’t blame the man; even he had not known the depths of her distaste for his friend, bordering on outright loathing. He could try to justify it, but that would be more hollow than cheap, chocolate Easter bunnies.

      “Not dead yet," was the best he could offer, though it was far from a comforting phrase; it implied that the end was already on the way, just not officially timestamped.

      The glow from the fire outshone what remained of daylight. It wouldn’t be long until that was the only source of light in the woods, a spotlight on them. But it would do no good to extinguish the flame; the enemy knew they were there, and Mike was convinced that even if they couldn’t see them, the yetis would have no trouble smelling them, which did seem odd, given their own pungent scent. Paul was asleep, and Linda and Tracy were pointedly not looking at each other.

      “Glad to see he’s asleep, though it’s not like the slug did anything,” Mike said jokingly to his wife, hoping to alleviate some of the stress they were all feeling.

      “He’s sleeping because it’s the best way for his body to heal. I can’t even imagine the level of discomfort he was feeling today,” Linda said.

      “Hon, he was joking. We’re all aware of how much pain the man is in.”

      “Not that he cares.” She wanted the last word. “He wanted to leave him here.”

      “No, Mike.” BT put up his pointer finger as the other man was about to retort.

      “Um-hmm,” Linda gestured.

      “That goes for you too. I’m not going to play mediator, so just stop this shit. And he never said we should leave him, he said we needed to think about it due to the facts at hand. He was giving information, not mandating. Right now is when we need to be at our strongest, this high school shit is not going to fly.” He was pointing at each of them.

      Mike put his hands up to signify he was done. Linda turned to the side. The snow started up again, but thankfully the temperature had increased. The fire and the windbreak kept the climate within the hole fairly decent, given the circumstances. Conversation was nonexistent; the only noise the crackling of the fire and Paul’s occasional moans from pain and loss.

      Hours passed. Sometimes they would catch wisps of the earthy, yeti scent, then it would dissipate with the wind.

      “They’re probing,” BT said as he stood next to Mike against the snowbank.

      “That’d be my guess.”

      “How long before they attack?”

      “I’m thinking right before the dawn, preferred time of opposing forces for ages untold. We’ll either have been up all night and weary, or we'll be fast asleep, exhausted, unwary.”

      “I wish you were giving them too much credit.”

      “I just hope I'm giving them enough.”

      “Want me to take first watch?” BT yawned.

      “Might be better if I take this one,” Mike told him. “I’ll wake you if or when I get tired.”

      “Don’t stay up all night.”

      “Got a feeling sleeping is going to be difficult. I really like having a pillow now. Years back, I could sleep on rocky ground, concrete even. These days, shit, I need comforters and proper lumbar support.”

      “Yeah, I get it.” BT clapped Mike lightly on the back.

      Mike pulled his jacket tight around him. This far from the fire, he wasn’t feeling much of the benefit from it. He could feel Linda’s eyes blazing on his back for a while, though he never turned to check. He was certain he’d have a few choice words for her if he did. BT was lightly snoring. He heard Tracy shift, looking for somewhat of a comfortable position, and she too fell asleep. If Linda had slept, she’d been so quiet about it he wasn’t aware, either way, he found he didn’t care.

      It was roughly three in the morning. His head was nodding when he was jolted awake by a smell that punched him flush in the nose. He was positive the last thing he would see in the world of the living was a massive hand swiping his head off. “Shit.” He fumbled, looking for his pistol, which had fallen from his slackened hand. When he finally found it, a foot in front of him on the snow shelf, he abstractly wondered what had taken the yeti so long to strike. “Up,” it came out little more than a croak. He figured he must have been out for more than a few minutes. “UP! Everyone up!” he shouted. The sound of thunderous feet retreating nearby let him know just how close to disaster he’d brought the group.

      “What! What!” BT sat up, his gun held out in front of him.

      “They’re close!” Linda had clutched her husband’s arm. Tracy stood next to Mike, willing herself to see something through the darkness of the night, without any luck.

      “Shhh.” Mike had heard something; he pushed the palm of his hand backward to Linda.

      “Don’t you dare tell me to shhh, who do you—”

      A loud crashing sound cut off Linda's anger. A rock slammed hard into a branch and broke it free from the tree it had adamantly been clutching.

      “Stay close to the walls.” Mike ducked down as a rock whistled overhead.

      “Should I fire a shot? Maybe it’ll scare them away.”

      Mike shook his head. “We don’t have the ammo to waste. Got a feeling we’re going to need every bullet.”

      More rocks banged into trees, and two made their way into the hole, but only after they’d rolled.

      “We should get Paul closer to the wall,” Linda said as she crab-walked over to the man who had yet to awaken. She grabbed an arm and began to pull before BT joined in the effort. The smell wafted in and out like the beat of a subwoofer from a neighbor that did not understand boundaries.

      “What are they doing?” Tracy asked Mike like he’d all of a sudden become the resident expert on all things yeti. The only piece of prior knowledge he had over any of them was that he had half-believed they were real.

      Before Mike could answer, the tree next to their hole exploded, that was the best way he could have described it. The noise so thunderous, the concussion so persuasive, bark, leaves, wet pulp, it all showered down upon the group. The boulder that had been launched had to, at the minimum, been five hundred pounds. It had dug a divot a foot deep into the side of the tree. They were ranging them in. Mike was about to tell them to run when another struck, this one landing on the far side of the hole.

      Paul could not have been dragged into a worse place. The entire upper half of his body and head were crushed into oblivion. His legs danced around wildly as all the signals to the nerves misfired at once, cut off from the source. A spray of blood ringed their entire enclosure like a drained dirty bathtub. The worst part, if one could be determined, was that his arms encircled the boulder in a bear hug, as if, for one horrifying moment, Paul had been aware enough of what was happening to attempt to remove the boulder.

      “Sweet Jesus.” BT turned away. Linda stared in abject horror. If she’d left Paul where he was, he would have been fine, at least, for the time being. Mike thought he might be going mad, until he let the dark humor in the irony keep him sane.

      “We have to leave.” Mike fired a shot with his pistol. He’d meant it as a distraction, something to pull the yetis' attention away, give them something to be worried about. There was an oomph not more than ten feet away; his blindly shot bullet had struck. “Now! Go!” He grabbed his wife’s hand and headed to the far side of the circle. He climbed up and out, more dragging her along than letting her propel herself. BT and Linda were immediately behind them. Enormous stones bombarded the hole, one struck the fire, sending a shower of sparks into the air some twenty feet high.

      “Let me go, Mike.” Tracy was stumbling forward as Mike pulled her.

      “Faster, we have to move faster.” The Stone Age bombing was still happening, but once it stopped and the troops came to investigate the damage and realized their intended victims weren’t there, the pursuit would be on. He had no illusions they could outpace the yetis. Their only chance was to find a place of cover and concealment and hope whatever casualties they could inflict would force the yetis away, to make them realize the losses were too high a price to pay.

      “I can’t go any faster.”

      “No choice.” He didn’t let go. Mike angled back to the road. The area was sparse but not desolate. He thought he remembered a small general store and some homes along the roadway, but if he was asked to swear on it, he wasn’t sure in which direction or even if it was all just an unhealthy dose of wishful thinking. They were plodding through the snow, each step a torturous repetition of pulling the entire leg high, breaking through over two feet of snow, and doing it again, endlessly. The amount of energy expended was easily ten times what it would have been on dry terrain, and now it was pitch dark. They would not be able to go far.

      The sounds of rocks colliding reached a crescendo before finally subsiding. This was immediately followed by the knocking of logs on tree trunks then the fevered pitch of echoing whooping.

      “Move,” Mike urged not only the group, but himself. His thighs burned. One of two things was bound to happen. Either his legs would spontaneously combust or the muscles would snap away from their anchor points. The pain was unique, indescribable. They'd reached the roadway when, finally, the yeti cacophony stopped. He imagined a circle of them looking down at their handiwork and realizing they’d not destroyed the group. Or they were busy dining on the appetizer and would be coming for the main course soon enough. Neither image offered a modicum of comfort.

      “Can’t.” Tracy was done. Sweat from the exertion, from the pain, coated her face.

      “Have to," was all Mike could manage as a response.

      “Fuck you.” She lifted her leg almost waist high and plodded on.

      BT and Linda weren’t far behind. She was sobbing; Mike didn’t care enough to ask why.

      “Rest, please.” Tracy had stopped short. Mike’s hand fell away from hers. She went to her knees, the snow keeping her propped up. Mike swayed, the muscles in his legs twitching randomly. The group stood physically together, but mentally, they were leagues apart. They suffered through similar physical trauma, but emotionally...each was alone. Facing your mortality is one thing, but having it actively pursuing you quite another.

      More knocking from the woods. “They’re coming.” BT sighed, “Here?”

      It was dark out, but the first signs that the sun was finally getting its lazy ass out of bed were in the making. Mike couldn’t be sure when he looked off to his left whether there was an area darker than the rest, but it merited a look.

      “House," he managed as they got across the street. He knocked on the door. “Please,” he begged, checking the knob.

      “Not home.” Tracy was leaning against the wall of the A-frame. He knew she was right, the snow in front hadn’t been disturbed.

      “Locked,” he said before he broke out the sidelight window and reached in to open the door. He’d not realized he’d had his full weight against the door until he fell onto the foyer floor. It was used as a mudroom, a place to take off dirty shoes and clothes before going into the house proper. The coat racks and shoe holders off to his left were empty. The inhabitants had either fled right after the emergency or had never made it home. Tracy stumbled past Mike then bent down to help him up.

      “Good, good," he told her as he stood, allowing BT and Linda to come in. He swept the snow back out so he could close the door.

      “Not going to stop them.” BT had one extended arm out against the wall with his head hanging down.

      “Kitchen. We need to look for vinegar, coffee, anything with an overpowering scent.”

      “Bleach?” Tracy asked.

      “Yeah, let’s be careful we don’t make some sort of deadly gas.”

      “Ammonia. Don’t mix bleach with ammonia. Been on a couple of calls because of it,” BT panted out.

      Linda had slumped onto the couch in the living room. The far end of the house was dominated by enormous glass windows that Mike assumed gave a beautiful view of a mountain range. The entire floor plan was open, with exposed beams and a thirty-foot high vaulted ceiling. From where Linda was sitting, she was looking into the kitchen.

      “We’re all going to die," she sobbed, burying her face in her hands. “Because of me, we’re all going to die.”

      For one beat of his heart, Mike wanted to tell her, no shit.

      “We’re going to make it.” BT went to comfort his wife.

      She continued, not acknowledging his words. “I killed Paul. Pulled him right into the path of that rock.”

      “We both moved him, hon, that's not all on you.”

      Mike was rummaging through the pantry. “Ah.” He held up a large bottle of white distilled vinegar and a smaller but more intense smelling bottle of apple cider vinegar. He went to the front and poured it all over the floor. “Fuck me.” He turned away as his eyes began to water.

      Tracy was tossing ground coffee around the main living room. Mike was pleased with their scent snuffing efforts until he spent a good long time looking around and realized there wasn’t any place to hide. Wouldn’t matter if the yetis couldn’t smell anything if all the people were standing in the middle of the room with lampshades over their heads.

      “We have to leave.”

      “No!” BT and Tracy yelled at the same time.

      “There’s no place to hide.”

      “What about the bathroom?” BT pointed behind them. With the sun beginning to come up, the layout of the house was better revealed.

      Mike checked it out. The four of them would fit, if just barely, but the door was of the hollow core variety, and there was only a high-set, small window that none of them would be able to fit through, should the need arise.

      “It’s not ideal.” He was shaking his head.

      “You know we can’t run anymore. We make our stand here.” BT grunted as he stood. He patted his pocket, patted it again, then spun around while simultaneously patting down his entire body. Other than running away screaming, he looked very much like a man being attacked by an entire hive of angry hornets. “Fuck. I, uh, I lost my gun.”

      Mike had not once in his life wondered what swallowing one’s Adam’s apple would be like; he could now confirm it was not a sensation he wished to try again. Not that their odds had been great to begin with, but halving their weaponry was a step in the wrong direction.

      “I’m…I’m sorry.”

      “Can’t do shit about it now,” Mike said.

      “Accept his apology!” Linda shouted.

      “Excuse me?”

      “Accept his apology!”

      “Why? Our best chance of staying alive rested on the two guns we had. You’ll excuse me if I can’t find it in my heart right now. If we live and we make it to a bar, I’ll buy him a beer, but will forever rib him about the time he lost a weapon while we were facing giant man-eating apes. Will that work?”

      “I wish it was you under that boulder.” Her finger was pointing; BT had to physically restrain her.

      “God, Linda, I hate when you sugarcoat things. You really should work on properly expressing yourself. Holding things in can be bad for your health.”

      “Okay, Mike, if you could please not goad her, I’d appreciate it.”

      “Goad? Huh. I thought I was defending myself, but sure, I’ll be quiet if she will.”

      “Enough.” BT was speaking to Linda; he had completely shielded her off from Mike’s view.

      “But he hasn’t apologized!”

      “You can’t force someone to apologize, Linda. You can’t. And if I was in his position, I’m not so sure I’d be able to either.”

      Mike had gone to the front of the house and looked out a window when Tracy came up beside him.

      “She’s losing her mind.”

      “Combat fatigue. I’ve seen it take down seasoned vets before. Only so long you can run at a high threshold of stress before something gives.”

      “Why aren’t you breaking down then?” she asked.

      “Already broken," he offered. “There they are.” Mike instinctively moved to the side, though the creatures were too far away to see him.

      “Where?”

      Mike pointed to a place down the roadway. The woods were lightening up, and it was possible to see the figures moving through them, following the same path they had.

      “They’re going to come right to this door.” Tracy was right; how could they not? They’d left a distinct trail.

      “We need to get up onto the crossbeams.” Mike was staring up at the eight-inch-thick timbers supporting the roof.

      “They’ve got to be twenty feet high; we’d need a ladder. What about there?” Above the flatscreen television mounted to the wall was a decorative nook; it contained half of a canoe, the other half hung in a mirrored version across the room.

      “Holy shit! Great find, woman. Let’s drag the table underneath.”

      They walked the piece of furniture over. Mike quickly climbed up and grabbed the lip to pull himself into a position where he could see; he inadvertently put his foot through the screen. “Shit. Someone is going to be pissed off when they get home.” When he was sure he had seen everything, he let himself drop the six inches. “There’s some boxes of stuff stored behind the canoe. We get rid of them, should be just enough room for us to hide.”

      “And us?” BT asked.

      “Not a chance,” Mike told him.

      “That’s fucked up. I didn’t think it would come to this.”

      “I’m going to stop you right there before you say something you’re going to wish you hadn’t.” Mike pointed across the room.

      “Asshole.”

      “Me or you?” Mike asked.

      “Usually, it’s you; this one is on me.”

      “Come on, help me get these boxes down, then we’ll check the other side.”

      Mike pushed the canoe against the wall, affording himself just enough room to crawl up and in. When he peered into the first box, a giant smile spread across his face.

      “Guns?” BT asked hopefully.

      “Not quite, but almost as good.” Mike tilted the box just enough so BT could see.

      "Legos? How is that better?”

      “This would make more sense if you had kids. Just hand them off to Tracy. Woman, these boxes are heavy, but I think you’ll know what to do with them.”

      BT handed the box off, and Tracy proceeded to shake the contents over the floor like she was liberally applying salt to some under-seasoned food. Linda grabbed the next box and did the same. Luckily for the big man, the other side was somewhat larger and was devoid of any boxes.

      “They’re getting closer.” Tracy said softly, looking through the window.

      “Time to hide. Come on.” Mike motioned for his wife. She didn’t hesitate. “How do you want to do this?” Mike asked BT once Tracy was up in the nook.

      “Get your ass up there, I’ll take care of my end.”

      “You can’t leave the table in place.”

      “I’ve got it.”

      “Good luck.”

      “You too,” BT told him.

      The moment Mike swung his leg up and was crawling in, BT picked up the table and headed to the other side of the room. He more launched his wife than she climbed. Once he'd pulled himself up, he grabbed a paddle out of the canoe.

      “Sit on my legs," he told Linda as he got on his stomach with his upper half bent down. He placed the paddle between the wall and the tabletop and shoved it away. With a hard cranking, he knocked the furniture over. It was loud, especially as it crunched down onto the building blocks. They could only hope the yetis weren’t close enough to hear it.

      “I didn’t realize how bad vinegar smelled until that was all I could smell,” Mike whispered to his wife. He had to say something; the expectant silence was entirely too suspenseful. Action in the face of danger was one thing, but you felt as if you had some control over the outcome. Inaction, though, just waiting for events to unfold as they may with absolutely zero control or input, was many degrees of difficulty worse.

      “I want to go home, Mike.”

      He felt as if his chest was going to cave in from her words. They were a partnership in every sense of that word. She strengthened his weaknesses, and the same could be said of what he did for her, even if the tally were less on his side. He knew he’d married up, and he would forever be fine with that, as long as she was as well. But now, this was what he was supposed to be good at, protection. And yet here he was, hiding. Waiting.

      “We will," he told her, even if he had a briefly flashed image of their caskets being pulled from a plane as their kids watched. He shuddered, shaking his shoulders in the hopes of shattering that dark thought.

      They were all startled when a heavy impact hit the side of the house. “Honey, I’m home.” Mike couldn’t help himself. Tracy wrapped an arm around his midsection. Linda had turned, so she was facing the wall. It was unlikely the tactic would work; just because you can't see them doesn't hold true in the reverse. BT had pushed back, driving Linda farther against the wall. If she objected, she didn’t voice it through her quiet whimpers. Mike was on his side, holding the pistol against his chest. He had six surprises for whomever found them. After that, he and Tracy became shelved snacks.

      “I love you," he told her.

      “Same.” She squeezed him tighter. She was so close to his ear, it should have been an intimate moment. It wasn’t. Another smacking against the house from the seekers, another accompanying jolt from the hiders. BT had the paddle up against his chest, it wouldn’t nearly be as effective a weapon as the pistol, but there was comfort in having something to defend himself and his wife with. He was ashamed to admit, even to himself, that there was a second where he'd thought about taking Mike’s gun away by force, if necessary. He would justify his actions by saying he needed it to defend his wife. The will to survive was a powerfully selfish force. He was happy he hadn’t done it; there was something to dying with his honor intact.

      Linda had to clamp a hand over her mouth when the door was torn from its hinges, a hundred-pound stone taking care of it in one stroke. Splinters were sent across the floor; the handle came to rest on the far side of the home. Linda was shivering so hard BT was fearful the yetis would hear the rustle of her clothes. For a long while, nothing else happened. Mike thought, or hoped, perhaps, that the animals had decided there was nothing of interest in the house. Then another rock, not quite as big as the door buster, thumped into the middle of the living room. They were trying to startle the prey out of its lair and being cautious upon approach. This particular food source had proved to not only be dangerous but deadly. A pounding came from the back of the house on the French doors. The glass flexed with each hit until finally it gave. Small fragments cascaded inward. They were effectively surrounded, cut off from escape, even though running had never been an option worth exploring.

      Loud chuffing came from each end of the house as the yetis sniffed; this was immediately followed by explosive sneezing as the vinegar, bleach, and whatever else they could find, screwed with the yetis' olfactory senses. It just wasn’t enough. Human scent was still present, and not just any humans but the ones that had dealt damage to their clan. The ones that must pay for their transgressions. The alpha female of the group nodded for one of the younger males to explore inside the domicile. The juvenile was quick to do what his leader requested; the impetuous hot blood of youth flowed through his veins. He let out a tortured sound as his foot came down on the jagged glass and sharp-edged Lego mixture. His next step elicited a louder response. After the third, he turned and quickly vacated the premises.

      Mike could only hope that was the end of it; he would have been perfectly fine with it being too easy. It was unlikely, though, as their trail ended here, but maybe the yetis would decide it wasn’t worth it. He wanted to peer out and look but knew that for the folly it was. The alpha female was having none of the youngster’s disobedience. She screeched and beat him about his shoulders until he again headed in. He was angry and in pain and made sure to transfer all of that energy to the surrounding furniture. He smashed, tossed, and ripped apart everything he could get his hands on. The fridge was pulled over and forced into the hanging rack, where it caused the juvenile to cry out when all the pots and pans clattered loudly to the floor. He proceeded to smash most of the cabinet doors and all the contents within, even going so far as to rip up the granite countertop as if it weighed no more than its low-budget cousin, Formica.

      Tracy had pulled so tight against Mike’s midsection he was having difficulty catching a full breath. With each footfall, the hairy monster was getting angrier. He did more damage to the home in five minutes than an out of control fraternity keg party could do on a three-day bender. Each extremely loud noise elicited an involuntary response from those hiding. They had to actively suppress the urge to jump down and run away and get as far from the destructor as possible. Mike was afraid that if they weren’t found outright, they’d still die when the house came crashing down. A grunt and a nasally whistle emanated from the front door; the juvenile stopped what he was doing and responded. It was clear enough they were talking to each other, which Mike found incredulous, though it would have been great to know what they were saying. The juvenile took two stomping steps out of anger then more gingerly picked a path of least pain before exiting.

      Then came nothing. Dead silence.

      The sneaky bastards are trying to lull us out. Mike thought. He hoped BT and Linda realized that as well. The first fifteen minutes went by easy enough, the fear, the adrenaline enough to override the discomfort of the cramped space. After that, the rough surface began to wear against their bodies. Bent legs first asked, then begged to be stretched. Mike’s left arm, which was partially underneath his body, had fallen asleep, but he didn’t even dare stir enough to pull it free, fearful the noise of his jacket would start the yeti search frenzy again. All of that was bad enough, then the cold from the open doors and smashed windows began to blow in. If they started shivering, the noise would certainly alert the enemy. Mike hated that the monsters were so intelligent.

      Linda’s nervous system had been running in the red for so long she’d not been able to stop herself from falling asleep as the demands of her mind proved too much for her body. BT felt better when her heard her regular, soft breathing, he could tell she had been getting ready to fidget around; sleeping was a much better outcome. Until the yetis tossed another large rock onto the living room floor, startling her awake, accompanied by a short scream. She clamped a hand over her mouth, but it was too late to put hell back in its cage once it broke free. Two of the beasts stormed in, disregarding any discomfort their pounding feet were taking.

      Mike held the gun in front of his face, waiting for the canoe to inevitably be ripped away, exposing them like bugs hiding under a rock. One of them went into the bathroom and ripped free the four-hundred-pound cast iron tub. It shattered as it was slammed down and broke through the floorboards.

      Mike was pissed at Linda. She’d been giving him hell, and now had threatened his entire world with her outburst. The man she had been so hellbent on saving was dead, at great sacrifice to the group, and it wasn’t looking so good for the rest of them. Self-righteous bitch. He was fuming in preparation for the fight for life that was sure to come. Another chuff, whistle, and whoop. Mike was getting used to the vocalizations; he was positive this was the alpha again, as those inside quieted down, though they did not leave. More calls, and the three inside moved furtively. No, Mike thought, that would imply they were creeping to avoid detection. This was what, methodical? That was worse, way worse. Instead of beating the bushes to see what came out, they were now taking their time, actively seeking them out.

      He was somewhat surprised they’d not been found yet, considering they were just above eye level, but maybe when you spend your whole life looking down to find the things you eat, this was the safest place to hide. What cabinets were left in the kitchen were being systematically checked. The fridge was flipped back over and opened. Closet doors were ripped free from their hinges, the contents pooled in the center of the room.

      Then it came, but still, Mike hadn’t expected it. The canoe half was wrenched free and callously discarded. It was a relative tie as to who was more surprised, though ties go to the weapon wielder, in this instance. The sound from the pistol being fired in that small enclosure was deafening. It wasn’t anything the yeti had to worry about, as the bullet punched him directly in the forehead. Mike thought maybe the bullet had ricocheted off its thick skull as it raised its arms and reached inside. Mike shot again. If the first bullet was lodged in bone, the second shot had forced it all the way in. The yeti’s eyeballs rolled up as if he were trying to follow the trajectory of the round. He stumbled backward two steps and fell over. Instead of charging straight for him, the two remaining ran out opposite sides of the house.

      “We’re fucked now,” Mike said. It was only a matter of time until the alpha came up with a plan. He’d bought them some time, but there was no Plan B to activate.

      “Now wh...what?” Tracy was shivering.

      Mike’s fear dug deeper than he could ever remember it burrowing. It was one thing to be afraid for yourself, a whole worse thing to be worried for another. He’d once read about a study regarding muggings. Individuals were not as likely to defend themselves as they were others, if they thought the person they were with was being threatened. There was no doubt in his mind that was an absolute truth. He didn’t like being in the tight cubby, with little room for maneuverability, but going into the living room with no cover was worse. His mind rapidly sought ways in which they could survive and kept coming up empty. He could not reconcile that it was likely they were going to be killed in the next few minutes.

      This can’t be happening, the thought raced around the corners of his mind, trapped, just like he was. A flutter began deep in Mike’s midsection before rippling out to his chest and legs. The alpha female gave a series of whistles and clicks. They all could hear the movement as yetis began to file back in.

      “Fuck this.” Mike pulled away from Tracy’s hold. “Hey, ass faces!” he yelled.

      “What are you doing?” BT hissed.

      “They know we’re here; no reason for stealth!” Mike shouted. Didn’t matter the words he spoke, only that he sounded intimidating, and so far it was working, as those that had been coming in withdrew. How long he could keep them leery was a different story. Mike dropped down from the shelf, landing atop the body of the yeti he’d shot. The smell of the animal was so pungent his eyes involuntarily watered. Mike noticed the yetis took another step backward, an expression of what he read as abject horror upon their faces.

      “Ah! Don’t like someone messing with the body of a fallen comrade, huh? Don’t blame you. Absolutely hated that shit when I saw it overseas. Still not going to feel bad about this, though!” A savage grin spread across Mike’s lips as he grabbed a fistful of the fur atop the yeti’s dome and lifted the massive head. “Check this shit out!” Mike yelled. He cringed from how close to hysteria his voice sounded as he proceeded to punch the yeti repeatedly in the face. His fist ached as he cracked it into the already flattened nose, breaking the cartilage first and then the delicate bones around its eyes. Blood from his busted open knuckles mingled with what leaked from the post-mortem injuries, along with the sweat that dripped from his brows.

      “Who wants some of this!” He stood up with raised fists. There was a portion of his mind that stood apart, aghast, witnessing the insanity of the act, but another part, from a more conscious view, took a great measure of satisfaction in seeing the despair and anxiety of the enemy. Maybe they weren’t human, but there was a close enough resemblance that those expressions communicated their shock and dismay clearly. It was the Alpha that brought Mike’s hastily erected house of cards crashing down. Realizing that her clan was on the verge of panic, she began to speak in her whistle and whooping way, snapping her subjects out of the terror trance they were under. She was stomping on the ground, slapping and pushing against those nearest to her.

      If Mike could kill her, it was likely the rest would break and run as the matriarchal glue that bound them was dissolved. He didn’t know what the rules for succession were within the clan, but it was highly likely they would be in disarray long enough that the four of them would be able to get far away before a new queen was crowned.

      “Yeah, you have to die.” A glint came to Mike’s eye as he pulled the gun free from where he’d holstered it. He stepped up onto the yeti’s chest and down the other side, raising his arm and advancing. He was down to four rounds and could not afford to miss, plus, he really wanted to be up close and personal when he killed the bitch.

      “What are you doing!?” Tracy yelled, watching her husband. He barely heard her and acknowledged her less. He was on a mission, a mission to save her, save his friends, and finally himself. The Alpha, to her credit, did not run but rather stood taller, regal, even. She wasn’t going to run, but that didn’t mean she wasn’t going to do anything. Sounds rapidly chittered from her mouth. Very much like Mike, the yetis had been hesitant to do anything when it was only their lives on the line, but as soon as the Alpha was threatened, all bets were off. They weren’t rushing toward him; they were stooping to grab projectiles. The piss-or-piss-off timer was running down. Mike stopped walking and aimed in, his finger upon the trigger. As he depressed the bang button, he was struck on the shoulder with a foot-long section of two by four. It was just heavy enough and hit with enough force to push his upper half forward. The bullet struck the Alpha low on her leg, not anything that was going to cause fatality unless he’d been lucky enough to strike a major artery. He didn’t feel overly hopeful.

      Before he could get another shot off, debris began to rain into the home. Most thankfully missed, but it was enough of a deterrent that he needed to pull back. His only avenue was the bathroom, though that was leaving Tracy exposed, should they come back in. One problem at a time, he thought as he carefully avoided the larger chunks of the broken tub. For a solid five minutes, the yetis had thrown every possible thing they could get their hands on into the house. Mike waited for them to storm in; he was going to do his best to take a couple with him before he fell. He was saddened, believing he was about to die, but appreciative, at least, that he wasn’t going to have to watch the ones he loved go first.

      “Small fucking favors,” he said grimly.

      “I hear something!” BT yelled.

      “Shut up,” Mike said, more to himself.

      “It’s an engine!”

      “Fuck, man, just put up a sign that says open for business!” Mike popped his head out to make sure his friend heard him. The yetis were no longer looking inside; something had drawn their attention elsewhere.

      “Help me down.” Tracy was moving toward the edge.

      “No,” he told her.

      “I’m no safer here now than I am down there.”

      “Shit.” Mike grabbed her legs as she dangled over. By the time her feet were on the ground, there was no mistaking the high whine of a small engine.

      “Trip?” Tracy asked.

      “Has to be.” Mike ushered Tracy into the bathroom. A whistle louder than the approaching vehicle was followed immediately by a blindingly bright red plume.

      “Fireworks?” Tracy asked as a large report followed her words.

      The yetis hesitated, unsure of the new threat or what to do next. Another firework sent them running in various directions. The Alpha gave Mike one last glare before bounding off; he was happy to note she did so with a slight limp.

      “They’re leaving.” Mike finally felt as if he were able to take his first full breath in over twenty minutes. He was startled when the canoe half BT and Linda were hiding behind was pushed to the ground. BT bounded down and helped Linda.

      “How are you doing?” BT asked him. Mike nodded.

      “Fucktards!” Tim shouted as he pulled up to the front of the house. “Didn’t expect you all to be alive.” He was smiling ear-to-ear, one hand on the snowmobile controls and the other wrapped around a mortar tube.

      “No thanks to you!” Linda shouted. Tim ignored her.

      “Where’s deadweight?” Tim’s eyebrows furrowed. “Didn’t make it?” he surmised when no one answered him. “Shocker.”

      “You left us! We could have died! What chance did he have?” Linda was advancing on him.

      “Whoa, think this out, girlie.” She hesitated when Tim stood up to say the words. He was not a man to be trifled with; he’d already shown his proclivity for violence and disregard for others. “If I hadn’t left him, we’d all be in this very situation, and who at that point would be coming to save our asses?”

      “He’s right,” Mike said softly. “The psycho's right.”

      “That’s not the point!” Linda was fairly shrieking. “We don’t plan our lives on what-ifs, we work with what we have at the moment!”

      Tim cocked his head to the side. “Is she all right in the head?" he asked the general company. "Everything we do is with a nod to the what if. Sheesh. And I’m the one labeled as crazy.” He swirled his finger near his temple. “Bitch is loco.”

      She was close and raising her fist.

      Tim growled. “You so much as swing at me, lady, and I will put you down in the most violent way I can muster.”

      She stopped mid-stride and let her hand fall, BT was quick to catch up and grab her shoulders to stop her advance.

      “If you could keep your pet on a leash, that would be great.” Tim made sure to keep eye contact with BT, almost urging him to do something.

      Mike wanted to deescalate the tension as quickly as possible. “Tim, thank you, man! You saved our asses!” He was heading over.

      Tim’s head turned; eventually his eyes unlocked from BT’s and followed. A smile so fake it looked painted on pulled up the corners of his lips. Mike couldn’t help but notice that Linda was looking at him as if he’d betrayed her. He honestly didn’t care. Linda had already shown her true colors; this was about keeping BT from getting into a fight that he may or may not win, and the likelihood he would suffer some sort of injury he couldn’t afford was almost a guarantee.

      “Saved our asses? He put us in this predicament!” Linda spun her ire onto Mike.

      Mike ignored her. Otherwise, he would have had to tell her that it was she that had put them in this position, insisting on the needs of the one over the many.

      “Your grandmother and cousin safe?” Mike asked.

      Tim was amused by Linda’s outburst but confused about Mike and whether this was some sort of ploy. “They’re fine. Could you shut her up, GT!” Tim pointed a finger at Linda. “That shrill voice is shredding my eardrums. Must be brutal trying to maintain an erection when she has an orgasm, although I don’t know, anything wound that tight isn’t likely to loosen up enough to enjoy themselves anyway. But if she does, you must have to take Viagra by the fistful.”

      “It’s BT.”

      “Like I give a shit,” Tim told him.

      Mike didn’t necessarily have the desire to defend Linda from the verbal attack, not now, maybe not ever, but he did want to make sure this didn’t escalate, and that they got out of there before the yetis came back. “Can we do the blaming and finger-pointing game later? Tim, thank you for chasing them off, now what’s the plan to get us out of here?”

      “How’d he die?” Tim asked.

      “What? What do you care?” Linda yelled.

      “Curious is all. I’ll tell you what you want to know when you tell me what I want to know.”

      “You fucking asshole.” Linda turned away.

      “Nothing quite like it. Tighter than OJ’s gloves in there. I recommend a good lube; the friction burns can be tough on both partners. Uh.” Tim thrust his hips. “But speaking from experience, make sure she doesn’t eat corn the night before.”

      “Great, I was hoping to taste some bile today.” Mike spit.

      “I can keep going,” Tim sneered.

      “A rock crushed him,” Tracy interjected.

      “Whoa, what a shitty way to go.” The words implied he cared, the smile said otherwise. “How big?”

      “She told you what you asked for,” Mike told him.

      “And now I want to know more. Or, you know.” He revved his engine, implying he would take off.

      Mike pointed his handgun at Tim. “Not really.”

      The gears were spinning so quickly within Tim’s mind there was a real danger of smoke pouring from his ears. “You won’t shoot me.”

      “I think you might be wrong.” Mike moved closer. “You can try and take off if you want, see which one of us is right. But if it comes down to killing one to save the rest, well, Tim, we already know how you'd vote on that. It’s a tried and true method; why change it up now?”

      Tim grunted. “Not sure if I like you or want to pull your spleen out through your belly button.”

      “Funny. My wife said the same thing earlier today.” Mike’s gun never wavered.

      “It would be a different story if you weren’t pointing that thing at me.”

      “But I am, so let’s not play the what-if game.”

      “Damn, look at you bringing everything full circle and with a quickness. Fine," he said, removing his hands from the snowmobile’s handlebars. “You win.”

      “I don’t want to win, Tim, I want to get the fuck out of here. Can I put this away now?”

      “I don’t care if you shove it up your ass and blow your brains out,” Tim told him as he pulled a walkie-talkie free from a side travel pouch. “Hey, Stacy, I found the idiots.” There was a pause. “Oh yeah, he’s dead. Get this; apparently, he was crushed by a rock. Bummed I missed it. The rest are fine, as far as idiots go. Had to chase off some furries; figure they’ll be back soon enough. No, no, I don’t want you out here, way too dangerous. I’ll start shuttling the ass wipes.”

      “Is this how people get complexes?” Mike asked his wife.

      “I’m sure it doesn’t help," she told him.

      “Hey!” Tim shouted. “Can you keep it down? I’m trying to coordinate a rescue here. Fucking assholes.”

      Mike turned. “Why do you think he came back? It certainly isn’t his desire to help his fellow humans.”

      “Either Stacy or Mrs. Bennilli put him up to it.” Tracy had kept her gaze fixed on Tim, studying him like an entomologist might a previously undiscovered bug, trying to decide just how poisonous its bite would be, and whether the world would be better off if she just squished it.

      “That makes sense.” Mike could relate, abstractly. Tracy had put him up to a great many things he’d had no desire to do.

      “You!” Tim pointed at Linda. “Let’s go.” He made a come hither motion.

      “Are you mad?” BT asked.

      “I’m not going anywhere with you,” Linda protested.

      “Suit yourself. You then.” He pointed at Mike.

      “What’s going on?” Mike asked.

      “Fuck, did all of you ride the short bus? How did you get to Alaska? Must have had a travel guide or something. Okay, I’ll pretend you’re all foreigners, and I’ll speak clear, loud, and slow. This ride, one seat, one passenger, go to safe place.” He pointed in the distance. “Come back, do again. Chop, chop! We have to go, savvy?”

      Mike couldn’t figure out a way this worked out safely. There was no guarantee that once Tim drove off with someone, they would be safe or that he would come back.

      “I don’t think so.” Mike again aimed his gun at Tim.

      “Here I am trying to help, and you’re going to shoot me? I figured this might be a problem. Smell that?” Tim tilted his head back and took a big whiff, Mike expected to smell the swampish odor of the yetis; instead, it was the sharp stink of gas. “After you threatened me the first time, I opened up the fuel purge. Leaking like a sieve right now; might have just enough fuel to get back to where only I know how to get to and get refueled.” Tim bent down and turned the valve to close it. “Ready now?”

      Mike didn’t know what to do; he was on the verge of locking up.

      “I’ll go.” Linda strode toward the snowmobile.

      “No!” BT told her.

      “Someone better get on this fucking thing, or I’m leaving everyone, and I don’t give a shit how much cajoling and scolding my grandmother sends my way, I’m not coming back. I’ll tell her it’s too dangerous. She wouldn't want anything to happen to her little bambino.” Tim smiled as Linda shrugged BT off and got astride the seat.

      “Linda, what are you doing?” BT asked.

      “Starting the evacuation," she told him.

      “All right, sweetheart, you’re going to have to wrap your arms around me. Tighter," he told her. “Yeah, that’s nice.” He revved the engine. “Oh yeah, in the saddlebag...you dipshits should take a few tubes and mortars.”

      BT grabbed the fireworks and kissed his wife. “Be safe," he told her.

      “I sure do hope I make it back.” Tim smiled before taking off, spraying snow over BT’s legs and boots.

      “I fucking hate him,” BT said, turning to watch them depart.

      “Should we follow or wait?” Tracy asked.

      Again Mike felt like he was an auto with vapor lock and was unable to do anything. If they followed and Tim came back a different way, he might not find them, but if they stayed, it was a good bet the yetis would come back, and would definitely find them. BT stopped the hamster wheel in Mike’s head when he followed the tracks the snowmobile left.

      The previous evening's deep freeze and the weight of the machine compressing the snow made traveling easier, but none of them had got much sleep the previous evening, and exhaustion was becoming an issue.

      “I’m so fucking worried right now,” BT blurted out as if he’d been thinking upon it so hard it had no choice but to burst out of his mind and into the air.

      “She’ll be fine,” Tracy offered.

      Mike wasn’t quite so confident but wisely decided to keep that thought to himself.

      “She left voluntarily with a confessed murderer.” BT was working himself up, and the more he thought on it, the faster he walked. For a while, Tracy tried to keep up, but Mike hadn’t bothered, knowing it was a losing cause, and it might become necessary to use what little energy he had stored in a desperation run for life. They were stretched out, BT a good hundred yards ahead of Mike, Tracy close to the middle but falling back steadily.

      “Do you think she’ll be all right?” Tracy asked when she was within range.

      For a flittering of a synapse, he didn’t care. He was going to blame that on the stress and how tired he was. “Odds are she will be.”

      She turned to look at him. “What kind of odds?”

      “Sixty-forty?” he answered her with a questioning lilt.

      “That’s not great.”

      “Better than ours.” Once spoken, he wished he could pull the words that hung between them out of the air.

      “What are ours?”

      “I…I don’t know; I just said it, didn’t mean it.”

      “Bullshit, ever since your time in the service, you assess every situation. I’ve watched you case a Chuck E Cheese for exits and places to hide once.”

      “I was making sure they had hand sanitizer.”

      “Again, I say bullshit.”

      “Of course I was casing a way out! Did you see the sheer number of little germ factories running around that place? Knowing a quick way out was me being a responsible adult.”

      “Stop running around the question.”

      “Tim’s the wild card in all of this. If he comes through, we’re in much better shape.”

      “Let’s pretend he’s the worst version of himself,” Tracy said.

      “Yeah, real stretch that is.”

      “Mike!”

      “Sorry. Okay, if he doesn’t come back, or if he’s taking us out of here individually to kill us I don’t give us a much better than one in ten shot of what's left of us getting the hell out of here.”

      “That low.” Tracy looked crestfallen.

      “I’ve been in worse," he offered as a way of hope. “We’re out in the open, with basically no weapons. We have to deal with the elements in addition to our furry friends and potentially a lunatic clown; it’s not the best set of circumstances.”

      “Worse?”

      “What?” Mike asked.

      “You said you’ve been in worse. When?”

      “We should keep moving.”

      "I’d like to know."

      “I’d rather not talk about it.”

      “Was it Afghanistan?”

      “Let it go.”

      “Iraq?”

      “Tracy.”

      “I have a right to know.”

      “Why?” Mike asked. “Why do you have a right to know? How does this affect you?”

      Tracy was taken aback. “When we wed, it meant that we were going to walk this life together. Yes, I know I wasn’t with you overseas, but it has left an indelible impression on you, something that affects you to this day and, subsequently, me.”

      “Can we maybe talk about this if we make it out?”

      Tracy stopped walking.

      Mike stepped to the side to avoid running into her. “Seriously? Are we doing this?”

      “Good a place as any to take a break.”

      “Not really,” Mike told her.

      “Either way, here I am.”

      “Fine. I was in a small convoy, three hummers. Fourteen of us were heading out of Fallujah to some remote mountain village. We were supposed to talk to some elder about enemy troop movements. More than likely, the entire thing was a set-up, but my LT was all about trying to find out where the Taliban were going. I was in the shotgun seat in the lead vehicle. Corporal Tennyson was driving; we were talking about where to get the best hamburger. I was loading extra magazines; he hit a bump, and a bunch of the rounds spilled down onto the floor by my feet, he thought it was hilarious. Yeah, that was until I bent down to pick them up, and the sniper’s bullet tore my helmet off, left a huge groove in the back of it. With me out of the way, it had nowhere else to go but into Tennyson. Fucked up thing was he was still laughing, but he was dead.

      “The hummer jerked violently to the side of the road and flipped. I think that’s when the rockets started flying, but I was a little disorientated. By the time I pulled myself out through the window and past the broken in half body of our gunner, Private Fisk, the second hummer was a smoldering wreck. The third hummer was taking heavy fire; I watched two Marines get shot repeatedly, and still, I didn’t know where exactly the enemy fire was coming from. In less than three minutes, we’d lost twelve of my fourteen-man squad. Knew them, lived with them; most of them were my friends.” Mike was looking away as tears fell from his eyes.

      “I’m sorry.” She wished she’d never had him pry the lid off that memory, she could see the pain and anguish in his expression.

      “Most firefights don’t last more than a few minutes, either you’re dead, they’re dead, or one side disengages. Fifteen minutes we were still alive, and they wouldn’t fucking leave. Never seen them quite that bold. They generally fought like the Revolutionary Americans, quick strikes and melt away. But they had a real hard-on for wanting us all dead. I was down to one fucking bullet when that AH—”

      “A.H.?”

      “Apache advanced attack helicopter, showed up. In less than a minute, it had dropped enough ordinance on the Afghani position, destroyed every single one of them. I survived that day, but there was a fundamental shift in my brain. I knew even back then I was never going to view the world in quite the same way. I’d given myself a one percent chance of walking away from that situation; I didn’t say zero, because even death isn’t fully guaranteed.” Mike smirked at the irony. “So you see, I’ve been in worse scrapes.” The smile he gave was a grim one.

      “I wouldn’t mind an AH showing up now.” She grabbed his hand.

      “Me neither. Can we go now?” Mike gently withdrew his hand before the tremors began. He couldn’t help but watch the offending appendage tremble as Tracy began to walk.

      “Are you coming?” BT asked, he’d stopped only long enough to shout his question before turning back around. Mike couldn’t even begin to imagine what the man was going through. If it had been Tracy on the back of that machine, he would have been running.

      “What do you think happened to Trip and Stephanie?” Tracy asked after a while. Mike remained quiet, remembering to heed his mother’s advice about if you didn’t have anything nice to say.

      A light breeze swirled a single snowflake past Mike’s nose. “Not again.” On a whim, he turned around. He had fully expected to see the smudge of a yellow/white against the skyline, and still, it gave his heart a start. “Trace, we need to catch up to BT.”

      “Why?” She had gone about as far as she could. If Tim came back, it was definitely her that was catching the next bus out of town.

      “I need some of the fireworks.”

      She turned to look past him, her head dipping ever so slightly. “You catch him, I’ll keep up.”

      Mike figured he could get to BT and be back without incident but still wasn’t going to do it; the stakes were too high. “We’ll get to him together.” He grabbed her elbow.

      The looks she shot him should have set him ablaze; he blamed the lack of ignition on the cold weather.

      “Yeah, you can keep looking at me that way, don’t care.”

      “My mother told me I should have married Barry Endels.”

      “Her accountant? He’s like a hundred and five, and no, she didn’t, your mom loves me.”

      Tracy sighed. “You’re right, dammit. My legs are starting to cramp.”

      “BT!” Mike put as much force into his words as he could, but between how winded he was and the wind picking up, he feared it wasn’t going to be loud enough. And it was quite possible that BT was so focused on the mission he would ignore the entreaty altogether.

      BT hesitated before turning. Mike and Tracy were fifty yards behind, and a line of yetis a quarter mile behind them. He was torn; his wife was out there, but Tracy looked about ready to fold in half.

      Mike, seeing the distress, spoke. “Just need some fireworks," he managed.

      BT looked the way he needed to go before backtracking. “Relentless motherfuckers aren’t they?”

      “So it would appear.”

      “What do you think about the weather?”

      “Oh, I’m pretty sure it’s going to be a humdinger of a storm,” Mike told him.

      “Any reason why?” BT wanted to know.

      “I don’t know, fires, earthquakes, tsunamis, murders, mythical animal attacks...I figure there’s no reason to think this isn’t some sort of perfect storm, a convergence of supercells.”

      “I wish I could say you’re full of shit, but," he sighed. "What’s the plan?”

      “The plan is to keep moving. I just wanted to have something to shoot at our friends when they get closer.”

      “How long have we been walking?” Tracy asked.

      “Twenty-six minutes,” BT told her in no uncertain terms.

      “Go, man. We’ve got this,” Mike urged.

      “I can’t leave you.”

      “Tim should be back soon.”

      “You think?” BT asked hopefully.

      Mike could only nod. He hoped so, but who could tell. The yetis had stopped some three hundred yards away; Mike flipped them off.

      “No, we stick together. Nothing changes with Linda whether I’m here or there.” BT was looking at the same thing they all were, though his heart was somewhere else.

      “You ready?” Mike asked.

      “Definitely should have married the old accountant, he wouldn’t be out hiking around in Alaska.” Tracy began walking anew.

      "You're right. You and your numbers man would be at a spa in the Florida Keys. How about that visual?"

      "Oh. Low blow, mister."

      “Huh?” BT was confused.

      “Tracy’s less than enthused with her current spouse,” Mike told him.

      “No shit, what else is new.” BT let Tracy lead the pace. He knew if he got back in front, he’d once again start double-timing.

      The wind and snow had picked up to the point the trio had their heads down to avoid the worst of the driving storm.

      “I hear something!” Tracy shouted.

      Mike hadn’t, but between his love of loud live music and his time in battle, that was no great surprise. BT had cupped an ear and was desperately looking. Mike figured he’d just wait until visual confirmation. He did take a look behind him; the yetis had made up some distance but seemed to be waiting for the storm to intensify or for nightfall, either of those conditions would benefit them greatly.

      “It’s him. He’s alone.” BT sounded resigned.

      “He’s supposed to be.” Mike laid a hand on his friend’s shoulder.

      “I don’t trust him. What if he hurt Linda? Shoot him, Mike; we can follow the tracks from here.”

      “You sound serious right now.”

      “I am.”

      “I’m not sure what you want me to do with that.”

      “Give me the gun. I’ll take care of it.”

      “No, BT, I’m not going to let you murder him. If we do somehow make it out of this, I know you. You’ll turn yourself in, and I can’t afford to have the best barbecuer on the block be incarcerated.”

      “That would be the only reason?”

      “What more do I need? You’ve eaten your ribs.”

      “True.”

      Tim was barreling straight toward them in what looked to be a game of chicken.

      “He’s not slowing down.” BT had grabbed Tracy and Mike in preparation to toss them out of the way of the speeding maniac.

      Mike raised his pistol; BT might get his wish after all. This trip had presented them with a lot of ways to die; he’d be damned if he'd be taken out by Krusty on a snowmobile. He moved to the front to make sure Tim could see him. Mike had his finger in the trigger well and had close to three pounds of pressure on the four-pound trigger; if he didn’t shoot within the next second, it might be too late. Tim turned the vehicle ever so slightly and sped by, close enough the front ski scraped against the toe of Mike’s boot. He gently eased off the trigger, afraid that he'd been so close to firing that any sudden movement would send one of his last projectiles flying harmlessly away.

      BT spun to watch as Tim zipped past. “His back was red.” He moved as Tim took a wide arc up and beyond the yetis before turning back around.

      “What is the idiot doing?” Mike asked, relieved that, as Tim headed back, he’d decided not to come at them head-on.

      “What the fuck is that on your back?” BT stormed toward the man who sat ten feet away, the snowmobile idling. As BT neared, Tim pulled ahead, like a pranking teenager will do to a friend trying to enter the car they’re driving. If it were possible for steam to emit from a skull, BT would have been in full tea kettle mode. BT ran, Tim again jetted forward. “Shoot him, Mike!” BT roared.

      As much as Mike hated that particular shitty prank, it didn’t rate a bullet.

      “Relax, you big pussy.” Tim stopped and dismounted. BT swung, Tim deftly avoided the strike and counterpunched with a straight jab. Mike didn’t think it was possible, but BT looked stunned. Not stunned that he’d been hit, okay, maybe partially that, but stunned as if he’d had his bell rung. “Done? Before you take another sucker shot, I’m compelled to warn you, because of my last incident, that I was a Junior Golden Gloves recipient. Could have gone pro, but Nonna didn’t want me to fuck up my good looks. Said she didn’t want ugly great-grandbabies.”

      “That’s not really how it works,” Mike said.

      “Not now,” Tracy told him.

      BT roughly grabbed Tim’s shoulders and spun him partly around before wiping his hand on the other’s back. “What the fuck is this?” BT sniffed at his coated hand. He smelled again. “Is this….is this ketchup?”

      “You should have seen your face when I passed!” Tim was pointing and very near to guffawing.

      “Why? Why would you do that?”

      “Why wouldn’t I? You were all paranoid I was going to stop up ahead, force her off before I punched her so hard in the kidneys she would fall to the ground—that would make her puke up blood. When she finally looked up with a pleading stare, wondering why I was doing what I was doing, I’d hit her just hard enough in the temple to stun the shit out of her, then I’d repeatedly kick her in the abdomen, rupturing her stomach and maybe her intestines. But don’t worry, I didn’t do any of that, no matter how fun it sounds.”

      “Hon, I think you should take the pistol.” Mike was deeply concerned with how vivid Tim’s dark fantasy was.

      “Relax, big man. She’s fine. Probably drinking not poisoned hot cocoa with Stacy and Nonna right now. Well.” He clapped his hands. “Who’s next?”

      Tracy strode toward him stoically. She looked more like a brave prisoner heading toward the gallows than a person on the verge of rescue.

      “Nice.” Tim leered. “The carpet match the drapes, sweetheart?”

      “I will shoot you and just follow the tracks back the way you came,” Mike told him.

      “My nonna might look relatively harmless, but if she sees you pull up without me, I guarantee the big man’s wife will end up a lot like Chuck, you know, knife to the throat and all.” Tim tilted his head to the side and stuck his tongue out. “She’s very protective of us.”

      Mike had a feeling that it wasn’t so coincidental that Mrs. B had been in the same vicinity as Chuck’s RV. It was likely she’d been following him for a while. That was a family reunion he wanted nothing to do with.

      “Let’s go. The quicker we get out of here, the quicker you can pick them up.” Tracy got on.

      “How far is it from here?” BT asked.

      “Few miles...who can say? For sure too far to walk,” Tim said as he got on. “If the storm gets worse, I’m not going to be able to venture back out. Sure hope that doesn’t happen.” He smiled. “You better take these.” He tossed a handful of thermal emergency blankets. “Stacy’s idea. I don’t know what the hell tinfoil is going to do for you, maybe the furries can pack your leftovers in them. Anyway, if I came back with them, Stacy'd be pissed, and that girl can hold a grudge. I suppose I could have thrown them out anywhere along the route...never thought of it. Oh well, too late now. Hold tight, Red.” Tim clicked his tongue and took off.

      “I fucking hate him,” BT said as he bent down and picked up the small packets.

      Mike’s heart dropped. He could not believe he’d entrusted the one person he loved most in the world with someone like Tim. He’d had an idea of what his friend had been going through; now he knew explicitly. “Let’s go.” He started jogging.
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      “Mike! Mike!” BT had to halt his friend’s progress. “We have to stop!” The words were nearly ripped from his mouth. The snow was blowing horizontally to the ground, and the snowmobile track was as indistinguishable as the rest of the landscape.

      Their odds of survival, which had already been dismal, took another turn downward. Even if Tim decided to come back out, which was by no means a given, he could pass within twenty feet of their location and miss them entirely.

      “FUCK!” The word was drenched in anguish and despair.

      “They’re all right,” BT offered.

      “I’m going to kill him just out of principle,” Mike said.

      “We’ll do rock, paper, scissors for the rights, provided we get the chance!”

      “Let’s dig down some, create a windbreak!”

      Within a couple of minutes, the hole was over two feet deep, and they had plenty of room to sit back to back, giving themselves a better chance to see anything that came their way. It had considerably cut down on the wind but had only delayed the inevitable. Without some real shelter or a fire, they would succumb to the elements.

      Mike had pulled the drawstrings on his hood as tight as he could and tucked his mouth and most of his nose down inside his jacket. He turned slightly to his right and felt the full force of the stinging snow and ice, and he also caught movement. The fear in Mike so deep-rooted it was churning his gut, he was afraid he would throw up and subsequently choke, as it got stuck between his throat and hood. Moving slowly so as to not attract attention, Mike turned, reached around, and tapped BT, who was about to ask him what was going on when he saw that Mike had put a finger up to his lips before pointing.

      The yetis looked more like their Himalayan cousins, the Abominable Snowmen. The thick fur was matted down with rounded clusters of snow, making them appear as if they’d been pelted with snowballs. They were marching with their heads down, apparently suffering nearly as much as the humans. The distinctive smell was muted, but still evident. A bit of luck had finally broken their way—the yetis were passing them upwind. Twenty feet the other way, and their brief life or death struggle would be all but complete. BT and Mike barely breathed as the column forged past.

      “I counted a dozen,” BT said once they were gone from view.

      “Baker’s dozen,” Mike corrected. He shivered but only partly due to the leeching cold.

      “Tim’s going to drive straight into them.”

      “We can hope,” Mike replied. “Unfortunately, it’s unlikely he’ll be able to kill all of them.”

      “I do not want to freeze to death out here.”

      “Would you mind if I used you like a Tauntaun?”

      “A what?”

      “Tauntaun, from Star Wars. Kind of like a scruffy, two-legged horse. They ride them on the ice planet, Hoth. Luke was freezing to death and Han saved his life by cutting open his dead Tauntaun and shoving his friend inside to stay warm.”

      “You’re Luke in this scenario?”

      “Of course.”

      “Let me get this straight. You want to cut me open and crawl inside so you can stay warm?”

      “There’s no sense in both of us dying. Could easily fit two of me in there. Nice big meat blanket.”

      “You have problems.”

      “Yeah, but freezing doesn’t need to be one of them.”

      “What if I cut you open and crawled in?”

      Mike laughed then BT joined him. In a few seconds they were coughing from hysterical laughter. Tears froze and blew off their barely exposed cheeks.

      “That would look extremely funny in a grotesque sort of way. Look like a father trying to wear his kid’s clothes. I’ve got an idea; not sure how much you’re going to like it.”

      “Is it better than being a Tauntaun?” BT asked.

      “Marginally. The yetis have passed us by, and it's unlikely they’ll come back looking for us. And shit, man, even if they did, I don’t know what the hell we’d be able to do to stop them. No way Tim is coming back, not tonight anyway. We have to stay warm, or if not warm, above freezing.”

      “I’m listening.”

      They dug until they struck ground. The grass was remarkably green, given that it was under three feet of snow. They built up the lip of their enclosure, angling it inward as much as the structure could support before covering the opening up with one of the blankets, securing the edges by burying them under snow. Mike dug a small, sloped channel through to the surface, just to the side of the blanket, to make sure they had airflow. It would do no good to survive the storm only to die of suffocation. When they were done, they had a poor man’s version of an igloo.

      “That’s not half bad,” Mike said as he opened up the remaining blankets. “Wanna snuggle?”

      “Please don’t call it that.”

      “You could do worse.”

      “So you say. I feel like a burrito.” BT added. They were completely wrapped up in the space age material, which looked and felt suspiciously like aluminum.

      “I always thought these things were a crock of shit,” Mike said, “but I’m actually warm right now. Like, not only am I not freezing, I’m warm.”

      “These are made from mylar,” BT informed him.

      “Like the balloons?”

      “One and the same. It’s nice to not have my teeth chattering anymore.” BT had poked his head out from under to keep from sweating. “Now we just have to hope that the yetis don’t double back and stumble into our hole.”

      “Or Tim plows his machine into us,” Mike added.

      “I didn’t even think of that.”

      “You’re welcome,” Mike told him.

      “You think our wives are all right?” BT was worried, as was Mike.

      “Mrs. B and Stacy keep him in check. He can’t let his full psychotic nature free around them,” Mike said. “Plus, my wife is fucking nuts. She will rip his balls off with a pair of vise grips if he tries to hurt her or Linda.”

      “Speaking of which, I’m sorry about the way she’s been acting.”

      “She’s just stressed out,” Mike said the words, but he wasn’t feeling them; it was more of a courtesy. Whatever the reason, Linda had said some irrevocable things. He didn’t believe their relationship would ever be the same, and that hurt to think about because if he and Linda no longer got along, it meant he would eventually lose his friend.

      “We should probably still do guard shifts,” BT said. “To make sure the air hole doesn’t get snowed over and the blanket doesn’t cave from accumulation.”

      “Not it,” Mike told him.

      “Real mature.”

      “I’m okay with it.”

      “I’ll wake you in four.” BT’s face was illuminated by his watch as he held it up.

      Mike stripped off a sweater and rolled it up to use as a pillow, he fidgeted around for ten minutes before falling asleep.
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      Tracy stiffened when Tim pulled up to what looked like an abandoned trailer. When he shut the machine down, all that could be heard was the ticking of the engine cooling as the snow fell all around.

      “Home sweet home. Come on, Lucy,” Tim said as he dismounted.

      “In there?”

      “What? That’s not good enough for you? Are you one of those hoity-toity types that everything needs to be first-class?”

      “Where is everyone else, Tim?” Tracy had stepped off, but on the opposite side. She looked around warily for anything she could possibly use to defend herself.

      “What’s the matter? You don’t want to spend some alone time with me?” Tim’s nostrils flared as he leered at her. “I am the epitome of a male specimen.”

      “I’m married, Tim.” Tracy was doing her best to defuse the situation.

      “You’d take that spindly Beta cuck over this?” Tim flourished his hands over the entire length of his body. “The tackle equipment is proportional.” He moved his eyebrows quickly up and down.

      “I’m deeply religious; I take my vows seriously, and I only have sex to conceive a child.”

      Tim looked perplexed, his eyebrows knit together. “How many kids do you have?”

      “Three," she told him.

      “Holy shit. At first, I thought that dip wad was a pretty lucky man, now I just feel bad for him. Although he must have a hell of a foregrip. So, really?” he asked. “Only to procreate? That’s some fucked up shit right there. What’s the opposite of kinky? Must get dusty up in there. What a fucking waste of fucking.”

      “Can we not talk about my sex life?”

      “What sex life? There are monks living alone on mountain tops who’ve had a better fuck time than you. Surprised Talbot hasn’t blown his brains out. I bet he kept re-upping in the service, hoping a combatant would do it for him. How dare you have all the goodies and then hoard them for yourself. You disgust me.”

      That’s fine with me. Tracy thought.

      “Come on, we have to go. But don’t touch me. I don’t want whatever afflicts you to transfer over to me.” Tim got back on the snowmobile.

      Tracy smiled as Tim scooted up as far as he could on the machine in the hopes no part of her would make contact.

      “Where are we going?” Tracy asked as she grabbed the sides of the seat.

      “Next street over, and don’t even talk to me. Never going to be able to look at you the same way. Last time I went soft so fast, it was because she popped a finger in where she shouldn’t have. Said it would be fun—it wasn’t.”

      Tracy let out a sigh of relief when she saw some light peeking from behind a curtain at a small log cabin. Tim pulled up to the porch, shut down the machine, and was up and to the door before she’d completely stood.

      “Everything all right?” Linda framed the doorway once Tim had passed through.

      Tracy was still angry with the woman and likely would be forever, but she was still a welcome sight compared to Tim.

      “Fine.”

      “Did he bring you to his love shack?” Linda asked, shivering. She hoped to alleviate the tension that had built up between the once close friends.

      Tracy nodded before walking up the steps and brushing past the woman. “Are you going to get our husbands now?” she asked.

      “In this shit?” Tim had pulled off most of his gear and was huddled in front of the woodstove. “Not likely. Barely got back here myself. Provided it stops snowing, I’ll head out at first light. Normally, I’d wait until I rolled out of bed or felt like it, but now I just have to see Talbot’s face when I ask him how he puts up with the frustration. I’ll recommend some lotion options to help with the friction burns.”

      “Whatever are you talking about?” Mrs. Bennilli asked as she came down the stairs, a long black robe sweeping behind her.

      “Talbot’s wife likes sex as much as you do store-bought spaghetti sauce.”

      Mrs. Bennilli made the sign of the holy trinity on her chest and spit. “Pah. Anyone that uses that abomination deserves to rot in hell.”

      “What?” Linda mouthed to Tracy. She ignored her and went to stare out the window.

      “Has anyone seen or heard from Trip and Stephanie?" she asked when all she could see in the window was her reflection.

      “No,” Stacy answered. “They have Monopoly; is anyone interested in playing?”

      Tracy couldn’t imagine playing any game while her husband was potentially fighting for his life. “Is there a room I can go lie down in? I’ve got a bit of a headache.”

      “I wonder how many times you’ve said that exact phrase,” Tim laughed. “If Talbot was smart, he would have started spiking your dinner with aspirin. Or invested in a bunch of good wrenches. You know, to loosen you up.” He laughed again.

      “You’re weird.” Stacy stuck out her tongue at her cousin. “Come on.” She led Tracy upstairs and to a back bedroom.

      Tracy lay in bed, fiddling with the notion of sneaking out the window and driving the snowmobile back to get her husband and neighbor. The problems (and there were many) were, first, it was dark out, and there was a storm churning. That wasn't even the worst of it. She’d been looking at the back of Tim’s broad shoulders the entire ride, and she had no idea which way to go. A few long, worry-filled hours later, she fell into a fitful sleep. She wasn’t entirely sure why she’d awoken with a start; the cabin was quiet. She sat up and strained to hear or see something. She was positive she wasn’t alone. She ripped the covers off. Tim. It had to be. He didn’t seem the kind to give up easily or take a hint. He also didn’t seem the kind to care about the word "No."

      “It’s me,” Linda whispered.

      “What the fuck are you doing in here?” Tracy said, harsher than she’d intended; the woman had startled her deeply.

      “I didn’t want to be alone. Tim creeps me out.”

      “Are you standing? I can’t see you.”

      “No, there’s a chair.”

      “Why are you awake?”

      “The same reason you are,” Linda replied.

      That was of little reassurance, because Tracy had no idea what had caused her to sit up.

      “I’m sorry, you know.” Linda had stated after a while. “I didn’t mean to say those things I said.”

      “Yet you said them.”

      “I did. If I could take it all back, I would.”

      “I noticed you apologized for saying what you did, but not for the sentiment behind it. Sort of like a murderer is sad that they got caught murdering but not sorry for the death itself. Is it true then, what you said? Is that how you really feel?”

      Linda was quiet. That was all the answer Tracy needed.

      “I would have never known; your affection always felt so sincere. I believed myself to be a good judge of character, but you’ve got me questioning everything now.”

      “Tracy, I think we can still salvage our friendship.”

      “That’s one of us. I would prefer it if you left my room, Linda. The day has already been bad enough, and you’re just making it worse.”

      The only sound as Linda left was the seat she was sitting in resetting to its normal shape and the soft clicking of the door latch as it was shut. Tracy got up and moved the chair in front of the door in the hopes it would thwart any further intrusions or, at the minimum, alert her before entry was gained. Her last thought before she drifted off to sleep again was that it was getting lighter out.

      When she was awakened for the second time, it wasn’t nearly as subtle. The front door was hit so hard it broke the locking mechanism and the doorjamb. It swung open violently, with enough force to dent the wooden wall inside where it struck. The roar was unmistakable; the yetis had found them. She was at a loss; she didn’t have so much as a stout stick to defend herself with, for all the good that would do. There were shouts of alarm and surprise downstairs, though she would be hard pressed to say who exactly was making the noise.

      “Fuck you!” Tim shouted, this was followed by a series of loud whistles and explosions.

      “Fireworks,” Tracy said softly as the smell of burnt gunpowder made it upstairs. There was heavy thumping as the animals quickly exited from the stink and loud noises. They’ll be back when they realize that none of them have been injured. She finished her thought as she went to the closet to look for something, anything she could use as a weapon. “Great, Spartans.” The closet was nearly empty except for four shoe boxes, seven hangers, and a knit sweater she would have been embarrassed to put on their dog. That might work, she thought, looking at the thick wooden closet rod the hangers were perched upon. She was pleasantly surprised to note that the left side of the pole was only resting on a metal brace secured to the wall. She lifted it easily enough, letting the hangers and sweater fall to the floor. She swung it around awkwardly; it was a little too long, and she wasn’t sure it would have enough heft to do much more than piss off the yetis, but it still felt good to have something in her hands. She jumped a bit when more fireworks exploded; it appeared that Tim was attempting to be proactive.

      “And stay out!” Tim shouted. More explosions, then a loud oomph, followed by Stacy’s loud shrieks.

      “TIM!” she cried.

      A furtive knocking came at her door. “Open up, it’s Linda!”

      Tracy flipped a bird her way before moving the chair aside and opening the door.

      “Tim’s hurt! Help!” Stacy yelled.

      “Ah'm frucking fline," he slurred.

      Tracy rushed to the stairs. Tim was bleeding profusely from his broken-open skull. A rock half the size of his head lay at his feet. She couldn’t even begin to imagine how the man was still standing. Mrs. Bennilli was by the open door, a broom in her hands.

      “Bastardo! How dare you hurt my grandson!” she shrieked.

      An impossibly large and hairy arm reached in and wrenched the broom from Mrs. Bennilli’s hands, but, instead of turning and running like any sane person would have, she went after the transgressor.

      “NO!” Tracy screamed with an outstretched hand as she headed down the stairs in a panic.

      Much like the broom, Mrs. Bennilli was pulled out of the home. For the briefest second, she was horizontal to the floor, her earlier anger instantly replaced by fear. She tried to hold on to the doorframe, but was yanked brutally away; three of her fingernails spun in the air as they were popped free. Tracy had just reached the bottom of the stairs when the yeti swung Mrs. Bennilli by her legs, much like Tracy had the closet pole. Her left side struck the jamb first, shattering three of her ribs, her eyes and mouth opened wide to register the shock and pain. It was short-lived as the yeti pulled her farther out and swung again. This time Mrs. Bennilli’s head hit the wood. There was a cracking sound, and Tracy knew it wasn’t the wood giving way. The yeti torqued Mrs. Bennilli’s body the opposite way, splitting her skull completely open. Brains and fluids sprayed out along the wall, painting it in a thick layer of gore. Then, to add insult to injury, it slammed her against the floor a few times. Any bones that had been intact up to that point turned into jagged remnants.

      Tim moved unsteadily to the door to help his grandmother; Stacy was shrieking uncontrollably. Up the stairs and behind, Tracy was dimly aware that Linda had vomited. She had no idea what to do. She wanted to run as far away as possible; she was terrified of becoming another stain upon the wall. She swore if she looked hard enough, she’d be able to discern Mrs. Bennilli’s individual thoughts within that spray of detritus.

      She wasn’t sure where Tim had got the axe, but he was holding what looked like something straight off a firetruck. He growled as he tried to shake off the effects of the concussive blow he’d received. The leaking blood that framed his face made him look as if he were wearing a Halloween mask.

      “I’ll frucking kill you!” He raised the axe above his head; his intentions were clear, even if his steps looked unbalanced. The yeti, the impossibly large and grotesque yeti, had bent down to come in. His foot, larger than the entirety of Mrs. Bennilli’s upper body, stomped down hard enough to force the dead woman’s eyeballs to pop free from their sockets and send her tongue out in an over-exaggerated cartoon pose.

      Tim rushed forward. Before the yeti could come completely through the restrictive opening and stand, he buried that axe into the top of its skull with enough force he cleaved its head, spilling the monster's brains onto the floor. He wrenched the weapon free; the suction noise loud enough to drown out Stacy’s cries for a moment.

      “Timber!” Tim shouted as the yeti had first gone rigid then toppled over like a felled tree. A maniacal laugh emanated from the man, borne of despair and grief. Then windows were smashed, long hairy arms reached in, grabbing and destroying whatever they could reach. Tracy couldn’t help but notice the similarities between what was happening and the ridiculous zombie movies Talbot enjoyed so much. Her heart panged for him. She knew now he was dead. There was no way he could have survived his encounter with the yetis. She was struck by the loss and suddenly furious that those fucking animals were trying to cut her life short. She rushed toward a pair of arms that were thrashing a small end table. She swung hard, bringing the pole down upon the creature’s wrists. The loud thwack was followed by a howl of anger. Its left arm swung out and the huge hand grabbed hold of the pole that she was unwilling to let go of. It drew her closer, like a hooked fish. Another few inches, and it would be able to grasp her with its right.

      Tim’s axe swung dangerously close to her face and bit deeply into the yeti’s arm. Where it struck the bone snapped, and the front half of its arm fell at a ninety-degree angle to the rest of it. It immediately let go of the pole and withdrew.

      “Fuck you!” Spittle flew from Tim’s mouth. The glassy-eyed look had begun to fade even though his wound had not stopped bleeding. “I can do this all night!” he shouted.

      Tracy knew that for the lie it was. Once the adrenaline ran out, he might not make it through the next few hours. Though it was fair to say none of them might make it through that allotted time.

      “Snap out of it!” Linda had finally come down the stairs, shouting at Stacy as she grabbed a handful of the fireworks. She lit the closest things first, smoke bombs, firecrackers, fountains, and tossed them toward the front door. Some made it out the opening, some didn’t. Smoke filled the house; shadows danced on the walls from the bursts of light. Colored balls bounced around the room. Loud explosions echoed. It was chaos, and still, the yetis kept at it.

      “NO!” Stacy yelled as she watched Linda light a mortar, the special firework designed to be dropped into a tube where it would launch itself some hundred feet into the air and display a dazzling array of colors before exploding loud enough to vibrate one’s body. Linda threw it toward the door; it was falling dangerously short of its mark. If the mortar struck inside, it could severely injure or even kill someone. The next series of events was so surreal and absurdly coincidental that only a B movie could have pulled it off with any degree of success, and only then because bizarre fiascos were expected, if not outright necessary, in an attempt to fill in the truck-sized plot holes.

      A yeti had stepped in. The mortar struck him in the foot then bounced upwards. The yeti caught it and roared as his hand was burned by the fuse. The mortar ignited and shot straight into the beast's cavernous mouth, which was wide open in pain, and broke a canine off at the gum line. The animal was in an agony he could not even begin to register as a plume, some two thousand degrees hot, burned the inside of his mouth and halfway down his throat. A millisecond later, the propellant was burned through and the showcase stars were lit. Brilliant yellows, greens, and reds seared through flesh and flared from his nose and mouth; the charge disintegrated the fragile eyeballs, and sparks flew from every orifice. The intense heat and chemical discharge turned the creature's face into a lump of melting charcoal. The damage was enough to eventually kill him, after a couple of hours of intense suffering. The cloying smell of burning flesh and hair was atrocious, and mixed with the smoke, it was becoming difficult to breathe. Leftover fountain lights continued to strobe, flashing the faces of the survivors in a mix of shock, awe, and disgust.

      Tim thumped to the ground. Tracy grabbed his arm. “Can you make it up the stairs?” She thought she could see the white of bone on the side of his head, though it may have been the phosphorous glow of the fireworks.

      Stacy grabbed his other arm and began to pull him toward the stairs. “Come. On!” she groaned.

      “Linda, help!” Tracy yelled.

      Linda stuck what she could fit into the oversized front pocket of her hoodie before rushing over to help move the man. Between the three of them, they were able to drag him to the stairs easily enough, but getting him up those very same steps was out of the question in the time that was afforded them.

      The yetis had stopped for the moment. One looked in cautiously from a side window before making a series of noises. Two of the beasts appeared at the doorway. If they had charged then and there, the battle would have been over in a matter of seconds; instead, they solemnly removed the bodies of the fallen and silently retreated back into the darkness. Tracy wished she could shut and lock the door.

      “Come on, Tim, we have to get upstairs,” Stacy said. His head was dropped so far forward his chin was resting on his chest.

      “So tired," he moaned.

      “Shit. He needs an X-ray and an MRI.” Linda was examining the wound. “Can’t even imagine the damage.”

      Tracy was shaking her head in a bid to get her attention. Tim might not know what was going on, but Stacy was all too painfully aware.

      “But he's going to be alright, right? He’s…he’s all the family I have now.” Her eyes tracked to the splotch on the wall that signified the loss of her grandmother.

      “I can’t tell for certain. He needs to be in a hospital; he could have a TBI….”

      “TBI?” Stacy asked.

      “Traumatic brain injury.”

      “Linda,” Tracy said sternly before pursing her lips and slightly shaking her head side to side.

      “But what do I know? I’m sure he’ll be fine.”

      Stacy smiled wanly; whether she wanted to believe that or was naïve enough to do so, it didn’t matter.

      “I…” Tim began before a bundle of garbled words fell from his mouth like verbal vomit.

      Stacy began to cry.

      “Come on.” Linda hefted as best she could. “You need to stand.”

      “Doesn’t matter. I can tell my brains are scrambled. My legs are starting to go numb. No fucking way I’m walking away from this.”

      “Don’t say that!” Stacy was crying.

      “You don’t take shit from anyone. You got that?” He was looking in her direction, but it was clear that his eyes were unfocused. “You so much as think. Then there was a rabbit. He fell up a hole in the sky and Winter stepped through.”

      “Oh, Tim.” She hugged him fiercely.

      “Did I say something heroic? Please let it be heroic.”

      “The best.” Stacy sobbed into his chest.

      “Help…stand.” He grimaced as he reached out to the banister. Once they got him up, he leaned against the railing and took a few breaths. “Excalibur.”

      “Tim?" Stacy asked.

      “Mjolnir.”

      Stacy’s eyebrows furrowed.

      “Gungnir!” he shouted.

      “I don’t know what you’re saying!” Stacy was looking up at him.

      “I think those are all weapons,” Tracy offered. “He wants the axe.”

      “Give that lady a beer!” Tim bellowed.

      Tracy handed it to him.

      “That you, red? You’re going to miss me when I’m gone.”

      “That’s his favorite song,” Stacy sniffled.

      “Cups?” Linda asked. “Cups is his favorite song?”

      “Go, get away from here. I’ll hold the enemy at the gate.” Tim swayed as he stood without support.

      Stacy's breath came out in deep sobs. “I can’t leave you alone!”

      “Been alone most of my life; what difference is another ten minutes going to make.”

      Stacy let Linda lead her upstairs. “Where are we going to go?” Linda asked.

      “There was a pull string in my closet, must lead to the attic. We'll hide in there,” Tracy said.

      Stacy was inconsolable. Linda attempted to soothe her as they headed up, but nothing short of powerful sedatives were going to work. Tracy pulled the cord down to expose a small set of accordioned steps.

      “Linda, I can’t reach.” Tracy had jumped, coming up woefully short.

      Linda left Stacy untended on the bed. The moment she got to the closet, Stacy got up and ran out of the room and down the stairs. Tracy went to catch her just as she had reached the stairs. They halted as they heard Tim shout.

      “About time, you smelly motherfuckers! Got a present for you!”

      Tracy thought Tim sounded remarkably well; she wondered if perhaps he had faked the extent of his injury, for some unfathomable reason.

      “I’m here,” Stacy told him.

      “Why? What the fuck are you doing here? I’m stopping them for you!”

      “We live or die together.”

      “Stupid. Stupid, but good. I can’t see, Stacy. Tell me where they are.”

      “I can do that.”

      “Jesus,” Tracy muttered as she backed away slowly, not wanting to make any noise and alert the yetis she was there. Not that it mattered; they were so busy whooping and hollering and posturing their intent that to hear anything short of a tuba player in a marching band would have been a minor miracle.

      “I’ll fucking kill all of you!” Tim shouted, attempting to match their volume; he was doing an adequate job.

      “One’s coming closer, sniffing the air.” Stacy had to shout to be heard. “It looks nervous.”

      “Good, he will be my bitch!”

      “To your left!” Stacy directed, Tim swung immediately, his arm shuddered from the satisfying impact of blade against bone. The yeti howled and pulled back then charged. Tim swung so hard the blade broke through its chest plate and lodged into the beast’s heart. He could feel the pulsing vibrations of the torn blood pump. The creature fell against Tim, pulling the axe free and knocking him backward and into Stacy; the three fell like stacked dominoes, Stacy squeezing out and scrambling backwards up the stairs. Tim’s body, crushed under the one he'd killed, jumped like a defibrillator was being applied to his chest. An enormous female yeti was beating on the back of her fallen comrade.

      The air was forced from his lungs with every strike, the stairs bruising his back wherever they made contact. If the yeti decided to jump on her mate, it was likely Tim would break into parts. Then, mercifully, the body was lifted away, however, this was immediately followed by a slap to the side of his head that sent two teeth spinning away. He may have lost consciousness for a brief second, but still had the presence of mind to swing his axe. He repaid the kindness performed by the yeti with one of his own. The axe struck just below the yeti’s ear and lodged deep into the facial muscles and the bones of the jaw. When she wrenched back, she took the bladed weapon with her.

      “Little bit of a fuckery now.” Tim stood. “Run, Stacy," he growled, Stacy stared back at him with opaque eyes, her head canted at an unnatural angle, her neck bent and broken. “Stacy?” Tim turned, waiting to hear something, sensing all was not right with his cousin. He bent over and fumbled around, trying to feel for her. Suddenly, he was smashed up against the wall; his body went rigid as a loose piece of his skull penetrated his brain. He survived two more hits; the first broke most of the bones in his face, the second crushed his ribcage. He slid down the wall into a crumpled seating position where he remained. There was excited chatter among the yetis as they celebrated their victory. The festivities quieted down when the alpha female entered. She tilted her head back and took in great draughts of air through her wide flared nostrils. She moved to the two dead humans and sniffed at both before again sampling the air.

      She couldn't be completely sure, but she thought there were more humans nearby. If they were still in the dwelling, they weren’t going anywhere. Right now, it was time to eat. She ripped Tim’s head free from his body, cracked it the rest of the way open like an egg, and scooped his brains out with two fingers. She licked the entirety of his skull clean before allowing the rest of the group to savagely rip apart the bodies. Clothes were torn, bones broken, ligaments stretched taut and snapped as the yetis slurped up the muscle and fat. They wasted none of the meal, gnawing through the bones to suck at the protein-rich marrow.

      “I can hear them eating,” Linda said, hardly above a whisper. “Do you think they’ll leave?”

      “Not if you keep talking.”

      “I’m scared; it’s what I do when I’m scared.”

      “Stop being scared then,” Tracy more mouthed the words than spoke them. She couldn’t be sure, but it sounded like one of the beasts was creeping quietly up the stairs. That it was doing so cautiously led her to believe it suspected there might be more people. Their distant cousins might be significantly smaller and weaker, but that had not prevented them from inflicting grievous injuries to the group.

      Linda opened her mouth to say something; Tracy clamped her hand over it hard enough it was going to leave a bruise. To her credit, Linda didn’t pull away and shout. Where the first one was quietly moving through the upstairs, the second bounded up and began to tear through everything in its path. Furniture was being tossed with enough force to either shatter it upon impact or embed it into the walls. Tracy wrapped her arms around her legs as they had begun to shake of their own accord. It was the quiet one that had entered into the bedroom; Tracy wouldn’t have even known if not for the smell that leaked around the edges of the access panel. It was moving slowly, furtively. They could hear the mattress slide off the bed as a corner of it was lifted and underneath was inspected.

      Leave, Tracy begged silently. The room was small; there wasn’t that much space to investigate. The fact that it was being so thorough did not bode well for the two women. A slight squeak of metallic parts as the door handle to the closet was twisted. Tracy wrapped her arms tighter around her legs and bit into her knee, fearful that they would begin to tap against the wooden planks she was sitting atop. A dozen terrifying scenarios ran through her head, all of them ending with the yeti lifting the panel and yanking them out, kicking and screaming. The animal was chuffing, breathing in heavily; it had their scent but not their location. If it was as intelligent as they thought, it wouldn’t be long before it pieced the puzzle together. The second yeti had come in whooping. Where the first had gently picked up the bed, this one smashed it up against the wall, splintering the wood. It was enough to distract the one probing the closet, and, less than a minute later, they could both be heard trundling downstairs. It was ten times that before Tracy was completely sure she once again had control of the legs that had attempted to betray her.

      Eventually, the sounds downstairs began to subside, and once the fear and adrenaline wore off, both women realized just how cold they were. Tracy could just make out the plume of air her breath was causing.

      “Are they gone?” Linda whispered.

      “How would I know?” Tracy briefly thought she should try to be civil, but honestly didn’t care. She was worried about her husband and herself, and she kept fantasizing about going down into the bedroom and grabbing the blankets and comforter. She made a move for the hatch; Linda’s hand shot out and grabbed her arm.

      “What are you doing?”

      “I’m freezing! I’m going to get some blankets.”

      “But we don’t know if they’re gone.”

      “Won’t matter much if we freeze to death.”

      “I can’t let you do that.”

      “What are you talking about?” Tracy wrenched her arm free.

      “I can’t allow you to go down there.” Linda had moved, placing herself between Tracy and the hatch.

      “Linda, I’ve never punched anyone in anger. I’m about to change that status.”

      “You go down there and you risk getting both of us killed.”

      “I’m willing to take that risk.”

      “I’m not.”

      Tracy reached out, ranging Linda so when she struck it would be with the most powerful impact. She’d no sooner touched the woman’s jacket when, at the far end of the attic, there was a burst of noise and filtered light. Linda gave a clipped scream as the fist of a yeti punched through the thin wooden-planked ceiling and insulation. He continued to slam his fists into the wood, widening the circle he had created and then tearing at the boards and pink fiberglass until he could stick its head in. He had never gone downstairs. He knew they were up there. He had also known that popping up right where they were would have unnecessarily exposed himself to potential danger. What little light had come in was blocked out as the creature filled the opening. The only thing visible was his eyeshine as it peered through the gloom and directly at the women. Tracy would have done nearly anything to have a gun in her hand at that moment. The yeti roared; Tracy swore she could feel her hair move from the hot breath it blew.

      “What now?!” Linda begged. She stood as much as the low ceiling would allow, as if in preparation to run, even though there was nowhere to go.

      Tracy could barely process the question asked of her. The terror struck so deep, so profoundly forceful within the folds of her mind it paralyzed rational thought. All that remained was the desire to survive, but how that was to be attained eluded her. The yeti withdrew, barked something in its alien language, then began again pulling at the ceiling, ripping sections of it down.

      Tracy finally unlocked. “We need to make a run for it.”

      “But where?”

      “Down the opening and out the window.”

      “We’re on the second floor!”

      “There’s about three feet of snow on the ground for cushioning.”

      “What if we get hurt?” Linda asked.

      “Would you rather risk breaking your legs or getting them torn off and eaten??”

      “I’ll take my chances here.”

      “Your funeral.” Tracy shoved past and pushed the panel and staircase down. She more than half expected a monster to be waiting for her. The yeti tearing through the ceiling saw her movement and again called out. This time another one responded. Tracy heard it coming up the stairs as she was heading across the room. She thought about calling back and giving one last entreaty to Linda to follow her, but it was already too late. The second yeti was in the hallway and coming fast. The only thing that saved her was that it was so focused on getting to her it slammed its head into the top of the doorframe, knocking it backward, momentarily stunned.

      Tracy pulled the window open, popped the screen out, and jumped down before the yeti could right itself. The impact had been a little harder than she’d been prepared for, but other than having the wind nearly knocked out of her, she was fine. She wanted to lay there for a minute and collect herself but knew that for the bad idea that it was. She half-dragged herself closer to the house. She didn’t know if the yeti looked out the window for her because she didn’t crane her head to peer up, but she did hear what sounded like a cry of frustration. Then came a pounding, much closer. If she had to bet, she’d have said the yeti that had come into the bedroom was ripping through the ceiling, helping the other. As Tracy made it unseen to the far side of the yard and into the woods beyond, she heard Linda's terrified shrieking suddenly stop.
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      “Nice guard duty.” BT smacked Mike’s leg. He was propped up against the snow wall, snoring softly.

      “What! I’m awake!”

      “It’s light out, and we’re not dead. We made it through the night.” BT sat up.

      Mike rubbed his face then smacked the sagging mylar to clear it of snow before peeling back the lip. “If we’re just characters in a cheap horror flick, this is where my head gets knocked off and dropped into your lap.”

      “Won’t happen,” BT told him before Mike looked out.

      “Why not?”

      “Because the brother always gets it first.”

      “You’re right. You want to take a look?”

      “Fuck no,” BT told him.

      Mike stood. “Wow. Sun is shining bright, which is great, but there’s all sorts of fresh snow. No way to tell which way Tim went.”

      BT pulled the blanket away and turned to do a three-sixty survey. “I’m not going to be able to wait here and just hope he shows up.”

      “Oh hell no. Let’s just fold these up and get going. Got a general idea of which way he was going.”

      “My legs are already stiff,” BT said after nearly a mile of the grueling trek.

      “Yeah, just think about us poor normal-sized slobs that have to pick up our legs nearly half our height.”

      “I think I see a trailer park up ahead.” BT shielded his eyes from the snow glare.

      “Can’t imagine a trailer being warmer than we were last night.”

      “Should I call out?” BT asked as they came to the first one.

      “No.” Mike looked around pensively. “We’re close.”

      “How do you know that?”

      “I caught a whiff.”

      “Shit.” BT looked around and tried to pick up the same scent Mike had.

      “It was when the wind shifted from that way.” Mike pointed.

      “As much as I'd like to check on everyone, we should look inside these trailers for something we can use as weapons.”

      “Good call.” Mike hated the thought of the delay, but it was a very necessary one. The first one yielded nothing except a set of tennis racquets. Mike took one, BT forewent. The second was slightly better, with the addition of hockey sticks. Mike traded up, and BT took one. In the third, Mike thought they’d hit the jackpot only to find out that all of the weapons hanging on the wall were of the airsoft variety.

      He was holding an MP4. “They look so damn real.”

      “Tell me about it. I almost shot a kid last year that pointed one at me.”

      “If a combatant came at me with one of these, I wouldn’t have hesitated.”

      “War halfway across the world has different rules than the city streets of America.” BT put back the AK variant he was holding.

      “Maybe it shouldn’t be. Nobody would want to wage war if every time someone was killed, you had to fill out a mountain of paperwork and then do desk duty while an investigation was launched. Maybe even pass a psych eval.”

      “You might be on to something. Come on, we’ll hit one more, and whether they have anything or not, we need to move on.”

      Mike followed BT out and to the next trailer. BT knocked like he normally did before shouldering in the door.

      “Fuck me," he said as he stepped into the kitchen where there were dozens of empty Mountain Dew bottles and discarded Doritos bags. “Let’s go, this place isn’t going to have anything.”

      “Oh, I think you’re wrong, my friend. This place looks perfect. This has all the traits of an older neck-bearder living in the basement of his parent’s home for far longer than he should be."

      “What the fuck are you talking about?”

      “Mid-twenties guys that have these strange hair growth shaving methods to create a neckbeard. They are usually gamers, wannabe hackers, and sometime internet trolls who don’t have the slightest idea how to interact with most of humanity and, more specifically, women. Typically have the hygiene regiment of a hyena.”

      “What are you getting at?”

      “Dude, they have this fascination with blades, generally swords, for some reason.”

      “Where are you getting this from?”

      “Mostly South Park.”

      “The cartoon?”

      “Oh, it’s more than a cartoon. It’s a brilliant parodic reflection of our society, albeit a harsh one.”

      “We don’t have time for this.”

      “Come here.” Mike walked down the short hallway and to a doorway with a sign that read KEEP OUT. He turned the knob and stepped back without even looking in and said. “Voila!”

      “You have got to be shitting me.” BT stepped into the room, kicking aside more empty soda cans and snack bags. A disheveled twin bed was covered in anime pillows and magazines; off to the side was a custom-built pc with three large monitors attached. Posters of women and cars adorned three of the walls. The fourth was completely covered by blades of varying size and shape.

      “Be careful of the bed.”

      “The bed?” BT asked.

      “There’s probably enough genetic material on it to coalesce and come alive. Most of those swords are going to be pieces of shit, but he should have sprung some money for a couple of decent ones.”

      “Do you know how to tell?” BT asked as he pulled one down. As much as he wanted to swish the blade around, his surroundings were entirely too cramped.

      “Not really. I’ve only ever watched sword fail vids on YouTube.”

      “That’s a thing?”

      “What isn’t a thing anymore? But yeah. Guys slicing around, blades go flying off into neighbors' yards while the neck bearder is still holding on to the handle. Saw one bounce off an old biker's head; the guy drops his beer and gets up and the sword man takes off running. Or blades shattering upon impact with a watermelon, that type of thing.”

      “We can’t go into combat with weapons that are going to fail.”

      “Some of these will be good.”

      “What do you want to do, Mike? Take them all and switch out as needed?”

      Mike grabbed a blade and slapped it broadside against the desk. The handle broke off in his hand. “Gonna say this one is bad.” He tossed it to the side.

      Five minutes, fourteen blades destroyed, and one desk chopped to shit later, they had what they hoped was proper armament to contend with the enemy.

      “Sure do wish we had shields to go with these.” Mike had his sword out in front of him as they left the trailer.

      They heard a scream, looked over at each other for a brief moment, and ran towards the sound.

      “Wait, man, wait.” Mike had to shoulder BT before he ran straight at the yetis; three of the beasts had their back to the duo and were pounding at the outside wall with their fists.

      “Should I use the gun?” Mike had three shots left, but it was highly unlikely he’d be able to get three kill shots with a .380, and once he fired, whatever was in the house would come out, and if it was possible to be more fucked, that was exactly where they would find themselves.

      “Not yet. We have to get in first. You heard the scream, it was a woman's.”

      “I know, I know, but if we’re going to save her, we need to plan this right; we'll only get one shot.” They were behind a large pine, some twenty feet away. The snow between them and the yetis was mostly undisturbed, meaning there was little chance they could cover the distance quickly and noiselessly. It was better having the swords than not, but the yetis were capable of throwing projectiles, and from up close, their arm reach was about the same as the sword wielders'.

      Another scream and BT stopped listening to reason. He was on the move as quickly as the frozen impediment would allow.

      “Shit,” Mike uttered as he followed.

      BT made it farther undetected than Mike would have thought; most of that could be attributed to all the noise the yetis were making and the fact that they were so focused on the person who had screamed, but that didn’t mean they were completely oblivious to their surroundings. It was the yeti the farthest to BT’s right that turned first. Initially, it had moved back upon seeing the charging man. Before it could issue a warning, BT buried the blade hilt deep into the middle yeti. The blade tore through the bottom of its lung, and the point broke through its body and stuck to the house, briefly melding them all together. The animal was in too much shock to do more than let out a winded cry.

      Mike had reared back with his blade swinging down as the yeti to BT’s right had turned to grab him. Three enormous fingers, the size of German bratwurst, fell to the ground, still curling as they sought purchase. The yeti brought its injured hand to its face for closer inspection. Mike swung again, embedding nearly three-quarters of the blade into its stomach. When he pulled the blade free, a ribbon of intestines spilled out onto the ground. A reflexive swing of the beast’s arm caught him in the chest and launched him into the air. He wasn’t even aware that he’d somehow held onto the sword or that his gun had gone farther than he had, knocked loose by the hit. He lay atop the snow, gasping for air, convinced that his chest plate had been caved in and was now merely a bunch of free-floating bone fragments. Spots swirled in his vision as he tried to retain consciousness.

      The yeti that had initially retreated now advanced clumsily, swinging at BT, who ducked down and pulled his sword free. The yeti he’d held impaled sagged down, having great difficulty breathing. The one Mike had struck was trying to push its bowels back into itself with no success; more kept tumbling out to the point that when it tried to take a step, it became tangled up in them and fell over. BT dodged another blow but stumbled and tripped over the head of the downed yeti as he backed up, pushing the yeti’s face deeper into the snow. It thrashed about as it struggled to get air, but with the massive loss of blood, it was growing weaker by the second. BT had caught sight of Mike as he was falling but could not tell if the other man was still alive. If he was, he was in no shape to lend aid before it was too late. BT backed up as the yeti advanced. It was getting ready to kick him, and BT had no doubt that if it connected, he would be broken, just like Humpty.

      A high-pitched sound caught his and the yeti’s attention. The animal swung its massive head to look over and up at the newest addition to this dance of death. BT followed suit.

      “Drone?” BT asked. Though he was staring at it, the object seemed so out of place in this new reality he was having a hard time adding it in. The yeti reached up and swatted at the incessant interloper. BT used the distraction to stand, and the yeti swiveled its attention back to him and drew breath to scream. It appeared to be ready to attack, until a two-foot long flame emerged from the drone. It got close enough to singe the back of the yeti before climbing higher, avoiding the swinging of its arms. BT went over to check on Mike as the yeti tried to outrun the flames swelling on its back.

      “Mike?” BT bent over.

      “Am I dead?”

      “Don’t think so,” BT told him. “Do you want help up?”

      “I’m not sure if I can stand,” Mike told him truthfully.

      “I have to go and check the house.”

      “I know.”

      “I’d rather not leave you here.”

      “Might be difficult to fight with me draped over your shoulder.”

      “Might be.”

      “Good luck.” Mike smiled grimly.

      “Thanks,” BT mumbled as he moved to the side of the house and to a window.

      The drone zipped within inches of Mike’s head; he could feel the breeze of the props upon his face.

      “You all right?”

      “Trip?” Mike asked.

      “How do you know my name? Forget it, Stephanie wants to know if you’re okay.”

      “I might be dead.” Mike was happy that they’d survived, even if his own life was very much in doubt.

      “Can you sit up?” Stephanie’s voice sounded tinny over the tiny onboard speaker.

      “I can’t feel much below my neck.” That wasn’t entirely true; he felt pain, an abundance of it, in fact, and also a piercing cotter pin and knitting needle sensation over most of his chest.

      “We’re not far,” Trip said.

      “Okay," was the last thing Mike remembered saying before passing out.
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      BT peered through the window. Two yetis were by the front door, and one was on the staircase; it would have been impossible to miss the blood. If he added up all the splattered and spilled blood he'd seen during the substantial number of murder cases he had been involved with over the years, it would not have equaled what he was looking at right now, inside this home. If Linda had been there, he didn’t see any way that she could have survived. His heart sank. Without her, he didn’t want to go on, but first he would make sure that the yetis knew that they’d screwed with the wrong cop’s wife.

      “I am going to fuck up some giant monkeys.” BT moved to the front of the house, not caring what saw or heard him. A young female was eating the remains of a human; judging by the shredded black clothes around the carcass, he identified it as Mrs. Bennilli. He brought the blade down hard enough on the exposed neck of the animal he nearly decapitated it. He wondered for a moment if the scream had been Stacy; there was a chance his wife was still alive, not even here...he hoped. He got stuck in indecision, wondering if he should withdraw and regroup. Get Mike to safety before he attempted a rescue. It was too late; he’d been noticed. The decision to fight forced upon him. A red muzzled, extremely large male barreled out of the house and straight for him.

      BT had just enough time to say, “Oh fuck,” hold the sword high, and step to the side. The male had his arms outstretched; the blade slid effortlessly between its index and middle finger. The animal’s momentum was enough to slice across the palm, neatly cutting half the hand off at a diagonal to the wrist. It screamed in rage, waving the injured arm around, spraying blood into the air. Droplets fell to the ground in a misty red rain. The drone had circled back around; a short burst of flame from the nozzle sent the injured yeti running back to the woods as the rancid smell of burning fur dominated the area.

      “Ooops," the drone said.

      “Trip?” BT looked up.

      “How does everyone know my name? New drone who dis?” Trip asked.

      “Do you know who’s in the house?” BT asked.

      "We don’t know.”

      “Stephanie?” BT was having a difficult time reconciling what was happening. In his mind, he’d been in revenge mode, ready and willing to meet his maker, and now he was having an impossible conversation with a flame-throwing drone.

      “We have no idea who is in the house. We’d been searching all day for any signs of you out there; finally we picked up your trail right before you entered into the trailer. Where are Linda and Tracy?”

      BT’s head sagged. “Don’t know. Tim came back, of all things, took them somewhere, most likely here. But…but the blood. It has to be from multiple people.”

      “There’s an open window on the other side of the house. Trip thinks he can fit this in there. We’ll check. Maybe get Mike; he was passed out last we saw.”

      “Hurry,” BT said, but he wasn’t so sure he was ready for any answers.

      Mike was groggily sitting up. “I’m still alive?” he asked as BT got to him. “How’d that happen? You’re still alive too?”

      BT propped the other man up. “Mrs. Bennilli is dead and...others.” He hesitated. “Lots of bones, blood everywhere.”

      “Do you know who?” Mike's throat instantly tightened, his voice shook.

      “Don’t know.” BT’s lips were pinched tight. “Trip and his flaming drone are going in through a window upstairs to look around.”

      “Shit. I’d go up there myself if my chest didn’t feel like it had been compressed all the way to my spine.” With every second Mike sat there, he could feel his last ounce of hope drain out of him like his body was a leaky cup that had once, long ago, been filled with it.

      After a few minutes, Mike was beginning to feel like more of himself, and his impetuous nature was taking hold. BT was already there, had been.

      “You ready?” BT asked.

      “Let’s do it.”

      A snowball exploded across BT’s back. He spun to see Trip and Stephanie hiding behind a small group of pines. Stephanie waved them over. Her expression was grim.

      “There are four sets of remains inside that house," she said quickly, like she was taking a bandage off a partially scabbed over wound.

      BT fell to his knees. Mike felt woozy.

      “Four?” BT asked as tears rimmed his eyes. The odds one of their wives were dead was almost a certainty.

      “It's possible someone was here when Mrs. Bennilli’s group came,” Stephanie offered.

      Mike was doing the gruesome math. If one was indeed Mrs. Bennilli, one also had to be her granddaughter Stacy; they were on the sled together.

      “Is there a snowmobile here?” Mike asked.

      “Neon green Ski Doo,” Stephanie said.

      Mike knew that meant Tim had made it back. The wheel was spun in the shitty game of Death Roulette. Who did the remaining body belong to?

      “There’s more.” Stephanie looked over to Trip. “There’s a set of prints that lead away.”

      It was difficult to say which man had more tempered hope flood their system.

      “And a set of much larger prints following," she added.

      “How many of the animals inside?” BT asked.

      “Three upstairs, all sleeping.”

      “Even after the drone?” Mike asked.

      “I placed it on whispersync mode, and they seemed pretty out of it,” Trip said.

      “We have to go chase the footprints.” Mike was leaning forward, ready to run.

      “We can’t afford to have them at our backs.” BT was the voice of reason, though everything in his being told him they needed to go.

      “You still have some propellant in that little machine of yours?” Mike asked.

      “Half,” Trip answered.

      “No yetis on the main floor?”

      “None that I saw, not anymore,” BT answered. “Where are you going with this?”

      “I think we should burn the fucking house down. I’m hoping the stove is gas. Trip, I’m going to turn on all the burners in the stove. When the house fills up with it, if you could send your drone in there and light it, that would be great.”

      “But my drone….”

      “Hon, you own the factory, plus, you have two more back at home and one at the rental; I’m sure you can get another one.”

      Mike was on the move, heading to the front of the house. He still felt like shit, but movement seemed to help.

      “Rental?” BT asked.

      “We’d been out here for six months before Trip insisted on taking the job at the KOA.” Stephanie shrugged. “Said he wasn’t entirely sure when the plates were going to move on this timeline. Like most of the things he says, it didn’t make sense until it did.”

      “Damn.” Mike couldn’t help but verbalize when he saw the dead yeti and all the human bones strewn across the stoop and the floor leading in. “It’s not Tracy. I’d know, right? I mean, if my world were to be violently skewed, I’d have to sense it.” He'd half convinced himself of the fact that there was an invisible link between them, and he would have felt the moment the connection was severed. He thought his heart was going to stop when, with the very first step he took inside, the floor squeaked loudly. He paused for a few seconds. Nothing moved, no monsters bounded down the stairs; all he heard was loud, rhythmic breathing. He made it to the kitchen without any other sounds and was as happy as he could be when he saw the enormous white porcelain antique of a stove and not a round electric coil in sight. He flipped all the burners on; gas noisily hissed out. Then he opened the oven door and did the same.

      “Wow.” His eyes watered as the rotten egg smell hit him square in the face. “Burn,” the word came out in much the same tone as the gas. Mike didn’t believe he’d ever hated an opponent as much as he hated the yetis. War was one thing; he didn’t necessarily hate those he went to war against. To him, it was all about making sure he survived and that the personnel in his unit survived. If the enemy fell, it increased the odds of that outcome. This was different. Every aspect of it was personal, and now he had to contend with the very real possibility that the light of his life had been extinguished. Yeah, he hoped they burned, and he hoped it was with an exquisitely personal pain. He paused at the bottommost stairs and looked up; they were right there. He was confident he could kill one before the others got to him, but the bill for that brief moment of satisfaction and revenge would come due on BT’s ledger, and he couldn’t do that to his friend. “Lucked out, fuckers," he sneered.

      “Stinks.” BT had to turn away as Mike exited. “That thing is really pouring it out.”

      “Good. You ready?” Mike was having a difficult time reining in his emotions.

      “I can’t say that I am,” BT told him, and Mike knew exactly what he meant. Soon one of them was going to be in mourning while the other one was flooded with relief, provided that they made it in time.

      Trip gave them a slight wave as the two men headed off. He waited another twenty minutes, to the point he thought he was catching whiffs of the escaping gas from across the lawn.

      “I think now might be good,” Stephanie told him.

      “Good god, woman! What have you eaten? I told you I want none of that Nordic nonsense your kind call food anywhere near our home. I thought about divorcing you, you know, when you tried to serve me that fermented Baltic herring.”

      “Trip, my love, it’s the leaking propane you’re smelling. Blow the fucking house up.” She caressed his face.

      Five minutes later, the small airborne flame blossomed into a building destroying explosion. They hid behind the great oak as shards of the home sliced their way into it and all around.
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      Tracy was two streets over when Linda’s screams had finally subsided, not so much subsided as cut short. She wanted to believe it was because she had got away and not that the more likely but unthinkable had happened. She was more rested than she felt she had a right to be. She knew part of that was adrenaline, and she was going to be careful not exhaust the very limited supply her adrenal gland had to offer. She pondered going back to see if Linda had indeed made it out so they could make their escape together. When she turned to look back, she saw that something had made it out, but it was not Linda. A yeti had found her tracks, and not just any yeti; it was the alpha, and it was looking to the second-floor window and the footsteps that led away. She began to run, knowing that the animal would be able to figure out what had happened soon enough.

      “Think, Tracy, what would Talbot do?” She let out a stunted laugh. “You are a Talbot, you’ve spent enough time with crazy that some of it was bound to rub off and stick like wet cotton candy. Okay. Can’t outrun it; I need to find shelter and a place that is advantageous for me to defend myself.” She knew she was a fierce woman, but at a hundred and ten pounds soaking wet and an eyelash over five feet, she was as outmatched as David versus Goliath. “And yet David won, if the story is to be believed.” That spurred her on.

      There were homes nearby, and she felt that at least one or two had to be occupied. Would they help? Could she justify putting them in danger? What if she knocked and a kid answered? But this was Alaska; it was likely that some, if not most, owned a gun. But would that do her any good if she stumbled across one? Mike was the gun enthusiast. She’d shot a few times, but usually small calibers, and her husband would load and make ready the weapon, showing her how to shut off the safety before stepping back.

      “Please help!” She banged frantically against a door, constantly looking back the way she’d come, expecting the yeti to be right behind her. She thought she saw a curtain move, but there was no approach of footsteps to the door, and there was no indication anyone had come out within the last few days. She didn’t waste any more time. She left the porch and headed to the next dwelling some few hundred yards away. Part of the driveway had been shoveled, but it appeared that the occupant had given up halfway through, realizing they’d never be able to keep up with the accumulation. She banged on the heavy aluminum door to the garage. Again she got no answer. This time, when she peered behind, she saw the yeti had made it to the first house. If she tried to go for the next house, it was highly likely it would see her, and the short chase would be on. She grabbed the handle to the door and lifted. When it didn’t initially move, she was sure it was locked. She yanked up again in anger, and the ice frozen to the bottom released.

      “Oh, thank god.” She opened the door just enough to bend down and enter. She let the door down as quietly as she could, though the unoiled rollers squealed in protest. She twisted the handle, sending the locking bar through the channels in the rail. She had no illusion the door would stop the beast, but it would delay it. To what end, she didn’t know. The garage was darker than it should have been; old newspaper had been stuck to the only window in the space. If the people that owned the place had owned an auto, it had never been housed in this garage. The side opposite the window was dominated by a workbench that spanned the entire length, stocked with every tool imaginable. On the right, hanging on pegs, were all manner of implements used for taming the land: shovels, pickaxes, rakes, hoes, a weedwacker, edge trimmer, and a lawnmower on the floor next to a John Deere rider mower. On the wall leading up to the house proper was the sports rack, replete with hockey sticks, baseball bats, and tennis and badminton racquets. The bats caught her eye, until she saw the bright orange housing of a chainsaw.

      She shook away the murderous image. “Okay, bat for sure,” she said as she grabbed a small blue aluminum one. “This is a maybe.” She kept looking at the chainsaw. Tracy went up the two wooden steps that led in and turned the knob. She was surprised when it too was unlocked. “Hello?” she called out as loudly as she dared. “I’m not trying to break in, I need help.” She found herself in the kitchen. It was clean, but a lived-in clean; this wasn’t a summer rental, like most of the places in the area. The lack of any transportation outside led her to believe that whomever had been here had wisely sought out greener pastures. She had an irrational anger that they had abandoned her, that they should have had a prescient knowledge she was going to come here and need help.

      The kitchen led into a tidy living room which contained over a half dozen animals stuffed expertly by a taxidermist. Tracy would have paid good money to have changed the antelope head into the shocked expression of a yeti mounted on the wall above the television.

      “Dead animals mean guns, right?” she asked aloud. Off the living room was a short hallway with two doors to the right and one to the left; they were all closed. Again she called out her intentions of only seeking help, fearful that someone or ones were huddled behind a door with a gun, waiting for the opportune time the intruder opened the door so they could claim the castle defense. Weren’t many courts in the land that would punish someone for defending their home, especially not in Alaska, and certainly not during an unprecedented natural disaster. And what good would prosecution do her anyway? She’d be dead.

      She knocked on the first door and opened it up, making sure the majority of her body was not in front of it. She closed her eyes, expecting to hear the roar of gunfire. When she was greeted with silence, she took a quick peek. Gorge involuntarily rose in her throat. The bathroom was bathed in a variety of pink colors, the toilet, sink and tub the same salmon hue. The floor and walls were tiled in what she figured had to be a factory rejected pink that Betty Boop would have found garish. Even the drywalled ceiling was painted in the same nauseating color.

      “Someone has a problem.” Chrome was showing through the painted water tap where it had been chipped. “Pink toilet paper? Is that even a thing?” She knew the first words out of Mike’s mouth would have been, Whoa, it’s like I crawled inside a vagina. She smiled at the thought but shuddered, turning away from the train wreck of interior design. She was hopeful she’d be able to keep his twisted humor alive and to do that she would need to survive.

      Tracy knocked on the first bedroom door and again gasped when she opened it. The small bedroom was full of dead animals in various states of preservation. She’d apparently found the shop of the artisan that had done the work in the living room. Squirrels, rabbits, two deer, and an eyeless wolf peered reproachfully back at her.

      “The bathroom was better.” She shut the door. “Please no sex swing, please no sex swing..." She knocked at the remaining door. In contrast to the rest of the home, this room was relatively normal. A king-sized bed dominated with small end tables on either side. One side had a pile of Popular Mechanics magazines, the other a stack of Tom Clancy novels. But what caught her eye immediately was the big gun placed in a rack above the headboard. She put the bat down, jumped up on the bed, and lifted the gun off.

      “Heavy.” She’d not been expecting the heft. “Shotgun, right?” She was looking at the dual, heavy-gauge barrels. She turned it over but could not see any discernible way to load it. She was about to go and look for something a little more user-friendly when she heard a heavy impact outside. It was the sound of thick aluminum bending and crinkling as it absorbed a yeti’s fist. “No, no, no.” She panicked. She left the gun on the bed, grabbing the bat as she headed back to the garage. Light was bleeding around the edges as the hammering hits pulled the door away from the walls and ground. She quickly went in and grabbed the chainsaw, retreating then into the house and locking the door.

      Tracy was very familiar with two-stroke engines, Mike didn’t mind mowing the lawn, but absolutely despised weed wacking around the trees and bushes where the mower wouldn’t touch, and the uneven grass messed with her OCD tendencies, which she would vehemently deny having to him. His standard answer of "he’d do it tomorrow," invariably turned into a week later. Finally, she'd had enough. She watched YouTube tutorials on how to start the small engines and had done the edging herself for years. She wished she’d watched a few on guns. She ran back to the bedroom to take a fresh look at the rifle.

      “What the hell is that?” She warily flipped a large lever at the rear of the barrels. She flinched, dropping the gun when the barrels swung down and nearly clipped her shins. Again she waited for the resultant boom. When she picked the rifle back up, she saw the brass of a cartridge. “What do they call these things? Breech loader?” She pulled both shells out. “Still look intact. Wouldn’t mind a few more than two shots.” She pulled open the drawers on both nightstands. She’d never seen so many sex toys in her life. She reasoned that there wasn’t much else to do in the dead of winter. “No shells, though.” She wanted to keep looking, but the sound of metal being bent and ripped let her know her alone-time was about to be infringed upon. She latched the barrels in place and went back to the chainsaw. This was it, the final showdown, and she was going to have as many weapons in her arsenal as she could. Either she died, or the Alpha did.

      “On/off switch, choke, gas pressy thing," she murmured as she depressed the spongey red rubber node three times. She placed the machine on the floor, stuck her foot through the holder, and pulled on the starter cord. The engine cranked but did not turn over. Hold up. She thought, do I really want to do this? She knew that as soon as she started it, there would be no chance of hiding and hoping the bogeyman left her alone.

      “Just as well," she said before pulling the cord again. “I’m about done with this vacation.” Before she did her third pull, she pushed the choke in. The engine sputtered twice and caught. She lifted it and revved the engine, watching the well-oiled saw blade spin rapidly. “Got a little something for you!” she shouted, wanting to be heard over the roar of the chainsaw. She stepped out into the hallway, placing the chainsaw on the ground by her feet, she was going to wait for the yeti to make it inside before she brought the shotgun to her shoulder; it was just too damned heavy to keep up for that long. She thought about propping the bat against the wall next to her, but she figured if it got to the point she needed it, the battle would already be lost. She'd left it on the bed. The beatings of her heart picked up pace as she heard the inside of the garage being trashed over the idling saw.

      When the yeti had obliterated any possible hiding spot, its next assault was launched upon the entryway door. The lock and jamb, having never been designed for such a force, broke apart after the first hit. If Tracy thought she had been terrified before, it had nothing on what she was experiencing now. Then she remembered that her fate rest solely in her own hands, and she made peace with that.
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      The enormous female tore through the kitchen. When it got to the small living room, it smashed the television and furniture with ease. To Tracy, it appeared to be more of a display of power than an actual search, and as far as she was concerned, the point was made. Her resolve was melting faster than a sundae in July. She had the rifle up, but the barrel was shaking. She was thankful that if the female wanted to get her, it was going to need to come down the narrow hallway; she couldn't miss that target. The alpha’s massive head swiveled as it caught Tracy’s scent. It stood in the living room, looking down the darkened hallway and to the slight figure waiting for her.

      The alpha let loose a loud, wailing sound that harkened back to the prehistoric times of great canopied rain forests and early Man. When these two species had fought for dominance of the world, the yetis had been decisively winning the conflict until a viral agent had reduced their numbers by three quarters, forcing the survivors into hiding. As the human encroachment spread, the yetis' habitat and numbers rapidly dwindled. On a fundamental level, the Alpha knew this and had decided that she would single-handedly do what she could to thwart the extinction event. She roared again. Tracy, expecting the great beast to charge, had jerked her finger on the trigger. The twelve-gauge loudly barked and bit hard into her shoulder as it sent a spray of birdshot rocketing out. Most struck the wall harmlessly, but a few of the stinging pellets found their mark high up on the chest of the Alpha. It somehow made her angrier, if such a thing were possible. If she could have spoken, it would have been along the lines of, How dare you!

      The Alpha spent no more time posturing. She charged. Tracy’s heart attempted to escape through her throat. She pulled back farther, engaging the second trigger. What came next was a full strike to the yeti’s chest, ripping through the flesh of her breasts, making a mangled ruin of the area. The Alpha paused, rubbing furiously at the intense pain. Tracy tossed the rifle into the bedroom then bent down to get the chainsaw. As she revved the engine, the yeti looked at her warily. The injury, as severe as it was, was not life-threatening; she sensed she would heal from it. She had a decision to make: charge now and risk everything for the victory or withdraw, live to kill another day.

      “Nope,” Tracy said aloud before retreating into the bedroom. The yeti, who might have withdrawn, felt her chase mechanism engage when she saw her prey flee. She was instinctively compelled to follow, a slave to her genetic programming. Tracy quickly shut the door, depressed the locking mechanism, and moved to the side, the hollow core door was unlikely to stop the yeti, and she wanted to be ready when it entered. She had to take the advantage of the animal’s reach and strength out of the equation. The thunderous approach of the yeti shook the entire house. The animal punched the door hard enough to rip it from its hinges; the edge caught Tracy’s elbow and spun her to the ground.

      The yeti stepped in and looked down at Tracy. The woman did the only thing she could and brought the saw down onto the top of the yeti’s foot, hacking through the dense fur and splintering the thick bones underneath. The yeti kicked out; blood shot away, along with the saw that was ripped from Tracy’s hand, snapping two of her fingers. The yeti withdrew, falling back hard into the hallway and smashing an enormous hole into the drywall. Tracy spared the briefest of glances at her mangled fingers as the saw sputtered and died. She wondered if she could get it started again, but saw that the chain had been knocked free from the guide bar. A butter knife would have been a more effective weapon at that point. She grabbed the bat and demanded her broken fingers that they grip the hilt. She cried out in pain before running toward the yeti, who was looking down at her bleeding foot. Tracy’s first swing struck the top of the yeti’s head; her howl was mixed with Tracy’s cry as the bones in her broken fingers ground together from the movement.

      The yeti pushed Tracy away, which would have sent her sprawling if she hadn’t struck the doorjamb, hindering her flight. As it was, Tracy struck the bed with the back of her legs, her top half folded down onto the bed. She wondered how long it would take for the yeti to kill her while she lay upon the comfortable mattress. She sat up quickly, the monster even now bending low to get in. While she was in that vulnerable position, Tracy went for its wounded chest. She came in from the side, swinging the bat as hard as she could, ignoring the pain in her hand as best she could. The yeti went into shock as an electrical current of pain traveled throughout her entire body, making a coherent thought or a coordinated move impossible. Tracy struck again. The alpha’s eyes first grew wide, then began to roll backward. She pressed the attack; blood and tissue erupted with each strike, coating her entirely. She was losing her grip on the bat, and before she could wipe the fragments free, the yeti again reflexively struck.

      Tracy’s upper arm was broken. Her hand with the broken fingers immediately went numb, and the bat fell to the floor. Any semblance of a chance she had stopped with the inability to hold the club. The alpha leaned back against the wall panting heavily; she was attempting to work through the pain to gather herself up to conclude the fight. And once that happened, Tracy could think of no way to stop her.

      Kitchen. The thought popped into her mind unprompted. The yeti took up most of the hallway but not all of it, and for the moment, she wasn’t completely aware of her surroundings. Tracy brushed by the monster as she made a dash; the yeti reached out and grabbed at her damaged arm, but she twisted her shoulders in time and got away. She’d shrugged the hand off, but the pain from the contact sent red hot spikes flaring throughout the entirety of her left side. White spots burned through her vision; she couldn’t see anything. If she’d not already sent the message to her legs that she needed to run to the kitchen, she would not have had the presence of mind to do so. Her hip clipped the edge of the small ell of the countertop, spinning her enough that she was now pointed into the kitchen. With her good hand, she fumbled around the countertop, feeling for the knife stand.

      She heard the loud chuffing of the yeti and the creak of the floor as it slowly made its way toward her, and still, she was as blind as if she’d been locked in a windowless basement. She first cried out in anguish when her efforts were coming up fruitless, and then she cried out in triumph when she struck the wooden block. In her haste to get a knife free, she knocked the entire piece to the floor. She could hear knives skittering away. With her injured arm pulled close to her body, she went to her knees and bent over, fumbling around. The spots had begun to diminish in size, but not enough to keep her from sticking the point of a blade into her middle finger, and it went straight to the bone. Instead of tossing her further into painful oblivion, it clarified her thoughts, clearing away the spots like a windshield wiper across fat raindrops.

      She wrapped her hand around the smooth wooden handle and, on her knees, spun toward the living room just as the alpha’s foot stepped onto the linoleum floor of the kitchen.

      “I hope this fucking hurts!” she screamed as she raised the blade high and brought it straight down into the sliced open portion of the yeti’s foot, and, for a moment, pinning the animal to the floor like the world’s ugliest butterfly. Tracy had severed the peroneal nerve, causing the yeti’s foot to go numb and her toes to curl. She lost all ability to keep her balance and began to fall backward. Tracy ripped the blade free before it went with the body. The resulting thump from the impact caused Tracy to rise off the floor.

      Her following actions never traveled through the region of the brain responsible for higher reasoning because, if they had, they would have been vetoed with extreme prejudice, and the portion responsible for the idea in the first place would have been banned from ever having a say again. She landed hard on the alpha’s stomach, forcing fetid breath to be expelled. She’d not even processed the stench in the air before she plunged the knife repeatedly into the yeti’s chest, neck, face, and hands as she weakly tried to shield herself.

      With every pull of the blade, blood sprayed. To an outside observer, it would have been difficult to determine where one body ended and the other began. Sometime after the forty-eighth strike, the yeti had stopped moving. It was thirty-two more before Tracy couldn’t even discern what she was knifing. The thing in front of her had been reduced to a pile of shredded meat with no more definition than an old pile of pulled pork. Tracy, her heart pounding, slipped off to the side and lay on the cool floor, staring up at a water stain on the ceiling. When she could finally catch her breath, she began to laugh and wept at the same time, a wet, choking sensation that brought her some mental relief. She’d won; she’d beat the alpha. The cost had been undeniably high, but she was alive. She’d be able to see her children again. With her good hand, she pinched the bridge of her nose, the stunted, mixed laughter turning into full-blown sobs.

      “Tracy! Linda!” was shouted from the garage. Footsteps she couldn’t begin to register were, impossibly, running into the house, up the stairs, and to the kitchen.

      “Tracy?” It was Mike; somehow, it was Mike. She could only reason that her battle had happened within the confines of her mind; that the yeti had got the best of her, and she was dead. She didn’t think Heaven, or even Hell would be so bad if she got to spend all of that time with her best friend.

      “Are you hurt?” he asked.

      “Seriously?” she asked. “How can you be hurt more than dead?”

      “We’re not dead. BT confirmed it earlier,” Mike said as he slid down to his knees next to her.

      “Careful then. If I’m still alive, my arm is broken, along with a couple of fingers, and that’s only what I’m aware of.”

      Mike tenderly gave her a kiss, his tears mingling with hers.
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      Stupid journal. My therapist told me writing stuff down is a good way to deal with my depression and PTSD; I told him he could stuff it up his ass. He didn’t appreciate that, tried to give me some absurd dose of lithium. I don’t know, maybe he’s right; talking about the lithium, not the journal. It’d be nice for a while to just sit and drool in a corner without being judged, by myself, or anyone else. I think I should have done something after the Corps, but, you know, or maybe you don’t. You’re trained to become a killer of men, a lethal machine capable of tearing through the enemy. You’re not supposed to be all soft and spongey in the head. And sure, as a society, we’ve made great strides in terms of mental health and what we think about it, but if you believe all the stigma that’s associated with it has gone away, well then, you’re a bigger fool than I thought. (Just so we’re clear, I don’t expect anyone other than Dr. Pinhead – Pinchot – to be reading this, so he’s the fool I’m alluding to.) Fuck. I really do carry a lot of barely muted anger.

      Stick to what the doc said, Talbot. And now I’m referring to myself in the third person. What comes next? Tin foil hats and conspiracy theories? I suppose I’ll just get to it, the thing that finally forced my ass into a shrink’s office. Eventually, maybe I’ll get to my time overseas, but, for now, I think I’ll just stick with Alaska. Fucking Alaska. Didn’t want to go in the first place. COPOUT! Mother fucker. Can’t even write my thoughts down on paper without berating myself. Well, it’s a partial truth. Initially, I didn’t want to go; that’s a safe reveal.

      As much as I bitched about it, I did enjoy our time in the car, and WOW, when we got to Alaska, I’d never seen anything quite like the majesty of it all. Colorado has some incredibly beautiful vistas, but Alaska.... It was like they pumped their views up with steroids. Would have been nice to keep enjoying it, but the world decided to do a somersault and came up short on the landing, sending chunks of California, Oregon, Washington (unfortunately not the swampie Washington) and Alaska into the ocean. The resulting tsunamis killed millions in dozens of countries around the world. The instability in the US from the disaster has given other countries the idea that we may be ripe for the picking. We’re not quite dead yet, but as a nation, we are limping. California had the highest Gross National Production in the US; if it had been a sovereign nation, it would have been fifth in the entire fucking world. But now it has ground to a virtual halt, and where the economy goes, so does confidence in the ability of a nation to provide for its citizens.

      So yeah, now I carry the lingering terror of all that's happened in my life along with dread for what the future holds for my country, my family, and my friends. Can I possibly keep them safe? My track record is checkered at best. I wrote a book about what happened in Alaska, I fictionalized it, changed some things.... In that version, Linda lived, and she didn’t reveal her feelings or even have them to keep hidden. Of all the shit that happened, that sting of betrayal seems to be the part that sticks the most; I couldn't write about it. How can you love someone and believe that someone loves you back, only to be so incredibly wrong about it? Just doesn’t make any sense. How do you not pick up on that? The only thing that makes it somewhat easier to swallow was she'd duped Tracy as well. Sort of a fucked up thing to say, but I don’t mean it in a negative way. I mean, perhaps it’s not that my ability to gauge a person is inherently screwed, but rather Linda was just that good. Like a professional, good.

      The book didn’t do as well as my first attempt at writing, but my publisher was convinced that had more to do with the state of the world than any decline in my ability. Honestly, I don’t give a shit. They paid me handsomely for the rights, and I’ve been busy buying all sorts of disaster supplies. Even bought a parcel of land up in the Rocky Mountains, and next week, a company I found that specializes in personal bunkers breaks ground on that very piece of land. Tracy didn’t agree initially; thought we should be using the money for a variety of other pressing needs, but it's been hard to dismiss all the news that talks about how we were circling the drain.

      Damn, talk about veering off course. Okay, back to Alaska. When we came upon Tracy, she looked like a stand-in for Carrie of Stephen King fame. The joy I felt at seeing her alive was in direct contrast to the anguish that hit BT square in the face. He let out a gasped wail before turning back and heading outside. For a fraction of a second, I thought about going to comfort him, but in the kitchen was my wife, who could have been dead. I can’t bring myself to say, or I guess write, that she might’ve been dead; that word distinction seems to be all that allowed me to keep it together, albeit barely. I wanted to hug her so tight she would have been in more danger of getting hurt from me crushing her than from the yeti I had to step past. She sobbed on my shoulder—nope, I’m fucking lying—I sobbed on her shoulder. Maybe she cried, I honestly couldn’t tell. I was ugly crying, my entire body hitching around spasmodically. I think the last time I had cried with such unbridled force was when one of our dogs was lost unexpectedly and far too soon. By the time I disengaged from my wife, I thought we were going to need a pry bar, as the gore had congealed and set like a bloody mortar.

      “Go and check on BT. Then you need to get me to a hospital.”

      I nodded my head to her in understanding.

      BT was a fucking mess. He was lying on the garage floor face down, the concrete wet with his tears. If it’s possible for a heart to truly break, that was exactly what his had done, and mine tore some, watching him suffer. This was going to change the man; profound suffering does that to a person. I’m not saying animals don’t grieve, but they seem better able to cope with it, like they understand the nature of loss better than we do, that it is a fundamentally necessary thing. After an hour, we were able to relocate to a nearby house. I helped BT to a bed and got Tracy as comfortable as I could. Her arm looked like shit, and I knew something had to be done before it got infected.

      Two houses away, I found a snowmobile that worked. I was just starting it up when the barrel of a gun was held to my head. The owner of the snowmobile initially pegged me for a mass murderer; hard to blame him. I gave him the condensed version of the story, none of which he believed. I convinced him to follow me back to the house where the alpha was. He was behind me with a gun to my back the entire time. I could only hope he was aware of trigger discipline. After a dozen or so "fuck me's," he came around. I brought him to the house we had relocated to. He spent a few minutes looking over Tracy’s injuries.

      “I’m going to go back to my house and get some supplies.”

      “Can we get her to a hospital?” I asked.

      “The closest hospital is twenty miles away, and last I heard, it was closed. I’m an EMT. Her breaks look clean enough, shouldn’t be any problem for me to set them.”

      “Without an x-ray?”

      “I didn’t say it wasn’t without risk, but I’m her best chance right now.”

      “Thank you.” I stuck out my hand. "Mike Talbot.”

      “Matt Hammer.”

      True to his word, he was back a few minutes later with two medical kits. The first thing he did was put Tracy on an IV with some included painkillers. He got her arm cleaned up and set before encasing the entire thing in plastic. “When you’re ready, you can come to my house. I have a generator; you can get the rest of this slop off of you.”

      When Tracy and I got back later that night, we could hear BT’s wracking sobs as they echoed throughout the home. None of us were going to be able to sleep that night. We stayed for close to a week. Matt came over every day with food and to check on his patient. BT did the minimum necessary for survival, drinking some water and taking small bites of food offered. I was genuinely fearful that he was letting go of the will to live. He had no kids to anchor to, not even a pet; he’d been an only child, and his parents had passed a few years back. He had cousins and an abundance of friends, but I wondered if that would be enough to keep him going. On the morning of the sixth day, he spoke more than a mumbled "thank you" for food.

      “I’m ready to go home.” He didn’t meet my gaze when he said it, like he was ashamed. If the roles had been reversed, I’m not sure if I wouldn’t have stole out in the middle of the night, retrieved my lost weapon, and, well, I guess I’m not going to write what would have happened next, down. It took Matt and myself a couple of days to find three snowmobiles. I kept expecting the yetis to come back, especially to retrieve the body of their Alpha female, and to seek revenge on those who had killed her. They very much seemed like a species to hold a grudge tightly in their enormous fists.

      Anchorage had returned to a somewhat normal state; the riots had been quelled with the activation of the National Guard. It was weird to see armed soldiers at nearly every corner. As disconcerting as it was, it also felt somewhat comforting. Yeah, I know that’s weird.

      We were able to get in touch with the kids; they were fine, as were my pups, which I can’t even begin to convey through words how relieved that made me feel, like this enormous unseen darkness within my mind had been chased away with a spotlight. Getting a flight out was a process, to the point I didn’t think it was going to happen. I wanted to rent a car and drive back, but that wasn’t an option as it seemed the entire state was somehow out of those. I contemplated stealing one; couldn’t imagine the cops would give two shits about a missing vehicle. Problem being I had no idea how to hotwire one, and I wasn’t much into carjacking, especially since one yell from the victim would bring machinegun toting soldiers. Yeah I’ve had better ideas.

      Five days and twelve quelled tirades later, we got aboard a flight. I wasn’t even pissed it was a middle seat or that there were four screaming babies aboard and somehow all strategically placed around me. The flight brought us to Nebraska, which was fast becoming an airline hub, because the Western Seaboard was a shambles. What the earthquakes, tsunamis, floodwaters, even volcanoes, and rioting hadn’t wrecked, the sweeping fires they caused were taking care of. Getting a flight to Denver was somehow more problematic; everything was sold out for close to a week. We would have had to wait in the airport, as all the hotels were booked. And even if we waited, there was no guarantee we’d be able to board, as we were on standby. Unlike Alaska, Nebraska still had rental cars, but oh, the gouging bastards realized they had us weary travelers by the short hairs. The biggest car I could get was a KIA sedan; BT looked like a Bull Mastiff in a cat carrier inside that thing. I smiled as I told the customer service rep that I most assuredly wanted the damage waiver insurance, as much as they could put on, in fact. My smile should have been enough for them to realize that the car they got back was going to be an amalgamation of parts. What was normally an eight-hour drive we did in six and a half; must have passed three Staties unmolested. Not sure if they saw the grim determination upon my face or the anguish on BT’s, but none pulled us over.

      I drove the first hour, until my hands started to shake so fiercely Tracy made me pull over. BT didn’t even offer, but to be fair, mentally, he was not there with us, and having him drive would have not been a wise move. Tracy, even on painkillers, did surprisingly well, and managed to break all manner of land speed records. I had no idea what to do with BT when we pulled up onto our street. He’d suddenly come awake, and like he’d ripped the fresh scab off, he started crying again. Our kids were in the driveway, and I felt fucking guilty as hell celebrating with them that we were alive. I wanted to keep it as subdued as possible out of respect for my friend, but there was a shit ton of crying and clutching, hugging, more crying, and that was just me. We tried to get BT to stay with us for a while, but he politely declined. He said he wanted to be where he’d been the happiest with his wife, to hold on to her memory for a while longer. I couldn’t fault him that, but I still worried about him.

      I’d not been expecting the For Sale sign a week later. I’d gone outside to check on him, like I did every day, and there it was; Jandilyn Hollow from Indian Hill Realty had the listing. Her smiling face graced the metal placard. She looked vaguely familiar.

      “What are you doing?” I asked when he answered the door.

      “I can’t stay here anymore.”

      I went to open the screen door to talk some sense into him, but it was locked, and he didn’t move to unlock it.

      “But…but we’re brothers.”

      “I’ll always love you and Tracy, Mike, but this is too hard. Everything here is a reminder of what I no longer have.”

      “Where are you going to go?” I hoped it was maybe the next street over.

      “I’ve decided to go back to Alaska.”

      “What? Why would you do that?”

      “It was the last place she was alive. Trip and Stephanie are graciously allowing me to stay in one of their homes.”

      “Is this a permanent thing?”

      “I don’t think I’m ever going to get over her, if that’s what you’re asking.”

      “Will I see you again?”

      “I’m not saying you can’t visit Alaska, but I’ll never be back here.”

      Two days later, I watched as an Uber came and picked up my best friend. We waved to each other. I went inside and cried until my head pounded, took a couple of aspirins to alleviate the pain, then started anew. That was two years ago. We talked a handful of times on the phone. True to his word, he never came back to Colorado, and I couldn’t bring myself to go back to Alaska.

      The country is in the midst of a full-scale collapse. Tomorrow the family and I are heading up to our place in the mountains. The shelter is built and stocked. I’m not sure if I’m prepared for this new life, but it’s coming whether I'm ready or not.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Author Notes:

          

        

      

    

    
      Why a yeti book, you ask? Well, a couple of reasons. I’ve touched on bigfoot before; some of you might remember the short story and BT’s golden speedos, if not, I’m sure that image is stuck in your head now. So a few months back (early 2021), I’m traveling to Virginia to work on an R2-D2 with a builder’s club down there that had graciously invited me down. While I’m in New York on a layover, I walk into a gift shop slash one-rack bookstore, and boom, there’s a book by Max Brooks of World War Z fame, and he has a bigfoot book called Devolution. Yup, no brainer as far as I was concerned. I purchased it right there and then and devoured it within a couple of days. And I’ll be honest, loved the story, but I wanted more. I did the only thing I could think to do, and that was to write my own. So, after a few months of tapping away at my keyboard, you just finished that story. I truly hope you’ve enjoyed Devil’s Desk and the departure from my normal fare. I’ve decided my next book is going to have to be a historical romance, with the way I skip around genres! As always, dear reader, thank you for your support, and I hope all is well in your world. As a side note, I don’t recommend traveling to Alaska during earthquake season.
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      Visit Mark at www.marktufo.com
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      Zombie Fallout TV Trailer

      https://youtu.be/FUQEUWy-v5o

      

      For the most current updates join Mark’s newsletter

      http://www.marktufo.com/contact.html

      I love hearing from readers, you can reach me at:

      

      email

      mark@marktufo.com

      

      website

      www.marktufo.com

      

      Facebook

      https://www.facebook.com/pages/Mark-Tufo/133954330009843?ref=hl

      

      Twitter

      @zombiefallout

      

      For information on upcoming releases please join my newsletter at:

      newsletter sign up

      

      Zombie Fallout book Trailer

      https://youtu.be/FUQEUWy-v5o

      

      All books are available in audio version at iTunes Audible and Barnes and Noble.

      

      DevilDog Press LLC

      

      If you enjoyed the story please take a moment to leave a review.  Thank you.
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