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Lori ran through the list in her head. Glancing at the passenger seat, she confirmed the cloth bag and the small, hand drawn map with a red circle drawn around the area where she'd found a bumper crop of porcini mushrooms the year before, her hiking boots, an extra wool sweater to change into and a thermos of coffee to drink on the trip back. Parking on the side of the road, she laced up her boots and pulled a knitted hat over her head.

"Nobody has porcinis," she said in a mocking, male voice. "I'll show you, Chef Alex," she said to herself. "Tonight, the Lupin Moon's special will be Porcini Burgundy and you'll have me to thank. Executive Chef position, here I come," she added, hopefully.

Lori took out her phone. "Gourmet dinner headed our way tonight!" she texted her roommate, Amber. She slid her phone in her coat pocket and hopped out of her small SUV. The air was cool and the trees were bursting with fall colors. The smell of pine and decaying vegetation were pungent in the air. Her warm breath collided with the autumn breeze and steam tumbled from her lips. It was the beginning of November in northern Michigan. "Perfect," she thought.

Her AirPods securely jammed into her ears, Iggy Pop and the Stooges blared "Search and Destroy." Dried leaves crunched under her feet as she looked for the familiar rise of the trail. Drenched ferns and pine needles cushioned each step as she pushed towards the clearing. Her hopes rose when she noticed several dead trees with moss growing on their southern edges. The prime elements for porcinis were all there. Damp, cool weather was the perfect condition for propagating fungi. 

Taking out the map, she calculated just another quarter mile and she would be close to the location of last year's treasure location. Her mind drifted to the last conversation she'd had with her employer. "We have to find our edge and push it as far as we can go if we're going to make it in this market," Chef Alex said. 

"Everyone is doing farm to table," Lori had argued. "I say wild game and foraging will set us apart. Any idiot can serve venison chili. We need to showcase how great the simplest of local ingredients can be with a bit of culinary knowhow.”

Chef Alex raised an eyebrow and looked skeptical. "Prove it.”

"I will prove it and you'll have no choice but to promote me to executive chef," Lori added.

She thought of herself in a kitchen all her own and under her command. Her focus on the earth around her sharpened. This was her chance to shine and she was going to take it.

As her step quickened, her sharp eyes searched the forest floor. Looking for mushrooms in the wild was like trying to find a raven on a moonless night. Porcini mushrooms grew below oak trees. 

She scanned the leaves of the trees above her. Something flashed with color, making her stop to take notice. She stood still and listened. She narrowed her eyes at the manmade pink hue in a world surrounded in earthiness.

A sapling nearly her height was weighed down with something. As she walked closer, Lori's heart sank. There was a pink woven nylon pet collar with silver tags engraved with the word "Hobbes" on the front. 

She flipped the tag over. No phone number or address. The irresponsible owner could have at least had their phone number included on it. So many pets from town ventured out and rarely came back after entering the woods. Packs of coyotes were prevalent even in areas so close to town. They were scavengers but they would also take down anything smaller than themselves when the pack was running together. Still, it was strange the collar was so high up in a small tree. A cat or small dog couldn't have leaped high enough to land in a sapling's branches unless something larger...

Her thoughts were interrupted by a strange sensation of floating; no flying. Was it flying? Her brain struggled to make sense of it. She was moving way too fast for her own feet to carry her. Speaking of her feet, why weren't they touching the ground? Her head swam at the disorientation of her situation.  

She had gone from flying to tumbling. Her shoulder collided with the ground, followed by her hip and elbow.  There might had been a cracking sound but she could not decipher whether it was the crunch of dead leaves or that of her own bones. The burnt umber of maple leaves blurred as her body twisted.  She was lying on the ground facing up towards the sky. What was happening?

Another sensation blocked out all others. Pain. On the ground, she writhed in pain. She wanted to vomit. She wanted to scream. It was happening so  fast. Her logical mind reached out.  What was it? Snarling and howling flooded her ears. Something was tearing away her clothes, her boots, her skin. In reply, she listened  to her own pitiful cries. The mud beneath her body was cold. She was growing colder. There was a conflict of opposites fighting for her attention. The frozen air around her threatened to take her senses completely while something hot and thick flowed out and away from her core. She was bleeding.

Her plea for help was answered by a sound that made her want to run or crawl away. The sound was something from her nightmares. She heard the ripping and tearing and cracking of bones. There was a distant idea in a forbidden corner of her mind that knew they were her bones being broken, and her tendons being peeled away from her muscles, but it was all so far away. She wanted to fight back if only she could locate her attacker. The day was growing dark. The void of oblivion opened at her feet. She welcomed
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