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      The air was rich with the scent of old pines as Harmon Billingsworth hunkered down in a bare dry hollow, somehow free from snow.

      He rolled his shoulders, easing out the muscle kinks that came with lugging a seventy pound pack for four hours. Despite his polypropylene balaclava, the tip of his nose was cold. His toes were numb, even though he had quality Heddingly hiking boots, and two pairs of thermal socks.

      Around him, the dark of the lodgepoles and tamaracks stood firm and grim against the night. When there were spaces in the trees, a few stars showed up through punctures in the overcast.

      Lower, the soft glow of the fungus colony shone through the trunks.

      He was close now.

      He dusted off his canvas trousers. The snow he’d been striding through had clung. Sticky. He wasn’t used to that.

      More like he was used to the desert. Dry heat. That suited him. His little business, Varmint an’ Critter Removal, ticked over down there outside of Mojave. Gave him time for some golf and racquetball, brought in a little money from time to time.

      Of course, he had debts. Who didn’t, huh? Some with the bank. Some with shysters. Mojave was a little too close to Pimm and it was easy to blow off golf and go play the slots.

      Which led him here. Fool that he was.

      Payday. If they came through.

      Best not to dwell on it.

      Harmon set his watch for fifteen minutes and wrestled his camp stove and coffee maker from the pack. A little something to get him through the next hour or two.

      Should be all it took.

      Ninety thousand dollars to come and burn out a fungus colony. They’d given him a map, dropped him at the roadhead.

      Ninety grand would just about take care of any debt. Might even be able to start feeling fluid again.

      Maybe he could move out here somewhere. A long way from casinos and other temptations.

      He smiled at the thought.

      He was quick and efficient with the camp stove, screwing the valve into the gas tin, spreading out the tines. The coffee maker was preloaded with grounds and he used the base to scoop up some snow, packing it down, then tipping in a little water to fill the voids. Cold, but he had plenty of gas.

      Using a waterproof match, he lit the gas and listened to the reassuring hiss as the flame came up. He held his fingers close for a moment to warm them before putting his gloves back on.

      He sat on his pack and listened some more. There were no animal sounds. Just the breeze and the quiet sound of the gas flame, and the odd tiny flutters and squeaks of snow falling from branches and settling in its banks.

      The soft glow from the fungus colony was almost soothing too. The kind of color and blur that you might use for a child’s night light.

      All illusion.

      The fungus was a blight. Some alien thing, apparently. Spores from space. Coalescing with local fungus species and making a hybrid that spread fast, chewed up endemic vegetation and was toxic as all get out.

      No one wanted to get close to it.

      Unless you counted guys like him, desperate for cash, with maybe a little bit of skill level at getting rid of pests. Who cared if they knew mostly about animal pests, rather than fungal? Throw some money at them and wish them the best.

      The coffee pot started hissing itself, and dripping through into the upper chamber. Harmon looked through his food satchel for creamer. It might be extravagant to bring such things on a hike like this, but, hey, he was the one who had to carry it.

      From nearby came a sound. Movement. A shifting of branches. A sudden fall of chunks of snow from them.

      Perhaps just the wind. Perhaps a critter.

      If anyone knew critters, it was him. But then, he was out of his region. No coyotes or snakes or roadrunners up this way. Foxes and hares and maybe even wolves.

      Harmon shut off the gas.

      Listened. Peered into the diminishing light.

      Nothing.

      He waited a moment longer.

      The woods were silent.

      “Getting jumpy,” he whispered. Reaching, he poured his coffee into his ceramic mug—another extravagance—and set the pot back on the stove.

      As he lifted the cup, he glanced up.

      And started.

      Almost spilled the coffee.

      There was someone sitting there. Right across the other side of his little hollow.

      A woman. Dressed like him, in canvas pants and heavy boots. She had her balaclava down, pulled under her chin.

      She smiled. A little crooked. A little bit of an overbite. She had dark brows and dark eyes.

      “Hey there,” she said. “I guess we’re working for the same people.”

      “We are?”

      “Sure. Say, is that coffee you’ve got brewing there?”
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      Harmon refilled the coffee pot’s reservoir and started heating it up again on the stove. The hiss of the gas flame seemed loud.

      “I love that smell,” the woman said. “The soft scent of gas. Reminds me of camping.”

      “It’s going through the same grounds again,” he said. “It’s a one cup pot. Won’t taste so great.”

      “Gotta be better than the stupid dandelion stuff I’ve been drinking. Trying to watch the caffeine, you know.” She glanced toward the fungal light. “Feels like now might be a good moment to load up though. I’m Niki. Niki Challenger.”

      “Is that a made up name? You know, so you can get work? Like some wrestler, or a rock star?”

      She laughed. “Born a Challenger,” she said. “Will always be a Challenger.”

      “Uh-Huh.”

      “And you?”

      “Harmon Billingsworth.”

      “Made up name?”

      Now he laughed. “Stuck with it,” he said. “How long have you been out here?”

      “Me?”

      “No, no, your friend. The invisible guy who hasn’t yet introduced himself.”

      She grinned. Still lopsided, but kind of cute.

      What was he doing, thinking she was cute? One track mind, even in the refrigerated Canadian wilderness, he was still angling. Despite all the lessons about women he should have learned over the years. Many, many lessons.

      About as well-learned, apparently, as the lessons about the slots.

      “I got dropped off at the roadhead first thing this morning,” Harmon said. “They gave me a map and a compass and that electric fungus burner thing, and they wished me luck.”

      “Got back in their Tahoe and sprayed you with gravel. They couldn’t get out of there fast enough?”

      “That’s about right. You too?”

      “Three days back.”

      “You’ve been out here all that time?” The coffee pot burbled and chirped.

      “All what time? Three days out here is nothing. Talk to me after three months, then maybe you can say ‘all that time’.”

      “Uh-huh.”

      “Yes.”

      “You’re from around here?”

      “Sweden. I have Sami blood, you know that?”

      “I met you ninety seconds ago. How would I know? I don’t even know what that means. Sami blood.”

      “Indigenous people of Scandinavia. Live across the borders of Norway, Sweden and Finland. My great grandfather was full blood.”

      “How about that?” Harmon checked the coffee. Turned the pot. Turned down the gas.

      “You?” she said.

      “Mojave. It snows there sometimes. A little elevation.”

      “Mojave as in Mojave desert?”

      “Yup.”

      “Salty and dry. They keep the airplanes there when the world goes belly-up.”

      “Which it seems to do every five to ten years.”

      “Spoken like a true economist.” She tipped her head back and her nostrils flared. “Smell that coffee.”

      “I only have one cup,” he said. “And I’m still drinking mine.”

      “’S-fine. I got a cup.” She swung her own pack around. It was a deep green, with the functionality of something military. Lots of pockets and double buckles on them. Hooks and loops and carabiners for attaching other things. From one of the pockets she produced a tall white ceramic mug with an image of Mickey Mouse.

      “You bring that into the woods?” he said.

      “You’re one to talk. Look at that thing. Like something from a 1950s Amtrak diner car. It must weigh two pounds.”

      “Close to that.” He shut off the gas and poured into the Disney mug.

      “That’s the stuff,” she said.

      “Yeah. So what do you make of what we’re doing out here?”

      “Well, not much so far.” She sipped and screwed up her face. “That is truly terrible.”

      “I warned you. Second time through.”

      “Yeah, yeah.” She took a good slug of it. “We’re out here to kill of a fungal infection. Like getting into some old guy’s toes, right.”

      “Yuck! I didn’t need that image.”

      “I could have given you worse. Fungus loves the human body.”

      “Stop now. Please.”

      She grinned. Messing with him.

      She took another swig from the mug.

      “Here’s how I see it. This is just one of many fungal infections. They’re experimenting with us to figure out the best way to control it.”

      “They are?” He felt very naive. Really all he wanted was the cash.

      “Sure. We, my friend, are expendable.”

      Some small time exterminator with a half-baked business in a little desert town. A guy with gambling debts. A guy with few friends and little family. Who would miss him?

      “I guess we are expendable,” he said. “What
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