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      As Aidan took the curve, the car lurched, momentum nearly raising the vehicle onto only its two right-hand tires. Gravel and dirt crunched beneath the wheels. Poplar, maple, and elm trees flashed by. The engine cleared its throat. The car settled heavily and shot up a hill.

      Caitlin glanced at the accelerator. The needle thrust rightward. Aidan banked left, then right. He spotted a clearing, which Caitlin hadn’t seen immediately. He pulled over and parked.

      Aidan rolled down his window and peered at the trees as if he could decipher their mysteries.

      The couple opened their respective doors, got out, stood up, and looked around. Caitlin raised her hands above her head and interlocked her fingers. Her lower back cracked. Aidan stretched his neck from side to side. Sunlight filtered through the branches onto his wide chest and unshaven face.

      “I love you,” he said.

      “You’d better,” Caitlin replied. She came around the rear of the Hyundai and kissed Aidan before he spoke again. It was a hard kiss and hurt; his upper lip had a cut in the centre.

      When she pulled away, Caitlin said, “Love you, too.”

      “You’d better; you signed on for it.”

      “I don’t think anyone signed on for this, exactly.” Her hair was disheveled, but not from kissing.

      Aidan nodded, his arms still around her. He scanned the trees. It was twilight. The sky was the colour of tea that had sat in a cup too long. The chirping of birds and the rustling of leaves drifted through the woods. The couple was just south of town. There they started driving like never before. They were heading toward the peninsula that formed the southern edge of the county they had been touring in. They had stopped to catch their breath, not quite believing what was happening, hoping, perhaps blindly, that, having burned through quite a stretch, they might have lost their pursuer.

      Aidan kissed Caitlin again. His lip must have stung more sharply, but he seemed not to care. She guessed that he hoped the pain would make him feel tougher than he did. Aidan did that sort of thing with pain. Gently, he brushed a lock of hair out of Caitlin’s eyes and pulled his hand away. His fingers were wet and sticky.

      “Your hair,” Aidan said.

      Caitlin dug into her pocket, removing a tissue and dabbing it with her tongue. “Just great,” she said, wiping at the spot he had touched.

      “You got it.”

      A distant sound interrupted. A twig snapped over fallen leaves.

      Caitlin’s breath hitched in her throat. “Let’s go,” she said.

      Aidan gave her the keys.

      “Roll it down,” Caitlin said.

      He needn’t ask. He could tell she wanted to hear what was outside.

      She drove them out of the clearing before he had finished rolling down the passenger window. The sound of crunching leaves was loudening—crash, crush, mesh, mosh.

      They looked at each other briefly. That was enough confirmation.

      “Roll up your window,” Caitlin said, spinning the tires, getting onto the road, and speeding ahead.

      “No argument there.”

      The radio was playing low. “Wow,” an MC said at a black-tie function.

      “Isn’t this great?” Applause swelled. “Isn’t this ... isn’t this Canadian?”

      “Turn it off,” Caitlin said, checking the rearview mirror. She didn’t like what she saw.

      Aidan didn’t notice her expression. He reached for the volume knob as the news started. “Baby, listen,” he said, increasing the volume.

      The radio announcer sounded generic, sober, and white. His voice had an underlying grittiness as though he had smoked two packs a day for several years. “This incident shocked the peaceful village of Picton, whose crime rate is practically nil. Earlier this afternoon, residents were shocked to discover the bodies of William and Rose MacMillan, proprietors of the local Fifth Wheel Truck Stop. Staff Sergeant Rick Murphy spoke to the press.”

      “We are currently investigating this tragedy,” Sergeant Murphy said. “At this time, we are encouraging anyone who may be of assistance to come forward.”

      The reporter returned. “The MacMillans, well-known and revered in the community, were found dead outside their family business about an hour ago. While police are not releasing details, Staff Sergeant Murphy said foul play has not been ruled out. Local resident, Hank Doiron, discovered them.”

      “I’ve known them all my life,” he said. “To find them like that ... to see them like that ... it just makes me—”

      “Okay,” Caitlin said. “Now, you can turn it off.”

      Aidan did.

      “Where are we?” she asked.

      Aidan popped open the glove compartment and removed a battered road map. After a moment of reading, he said, “Near the campsites.”

      “The Sandbanks?”

      Aidan nodded. They were on a straightaway. Fields had opened up on either side. About a mile ahead stood the front gate.

      “We can’t go there,” she muttered.

      “I wish we could, just to ...”

      “Well, we can’t, all right?”

      “Fine. I was just trying to be helpful. You know, we can’t just keep running, and—”

      “—and what? Risk getting caught? Are you goddamn crazy?”

      “Crazy enough to do this.”

      “Getting away?” she said. “You think that’s crazy?”

      “Why don’t we just pull into the entrance? We don’t have to go all the way in or anything. It would be good to get out of sight.”

      Aidan glanced at the map. “It looks like we can drive through and reconnect to the main road.”

      “What if there are people there?”

      “There can’t be that many. It’s early October. Hardly anyone’s camping except for the diehards. That is if the campsite is even open.”

      “All right, all right, already,” Caitlin said.

      They drove past a campsite sign and an empty registration booth. It was getting dark. The Ontario greenery around them was glooming, the trees thickening. Caitlin drove into the campground. Dirt roads led off on either side to out-of-view campsites. The further they went, the darker it seemed. The grounds appeared empty. Aidan had been right about that, at least. The road turned from pavement to gravel to leaf-strewn dirt. The overhanging branches were shedding leaves on the windshield.

      The road seemed to be circling back towards the gate. “You have got to be kidding me,” Caitlin muttered. “The campground runs in a loop.”

      Aidan rolled down his window. Crickets were singing. In the distance, a fire was popping and snapping. Caitlin thought she heard breeze rustling branches. They passed a large, metallic garbage bin. A tall woman in a plaid jacket was throwing a bag inside. She saw them and nodded. A modest campfire was burning about fifty feet behind her, near an enclosure of trees.

      “What if she ...?” Aidan said. She had already grinned and started walking over.

      Caitlin slowed the car.

      “Hey there,” she said. She was in her late forties, ruddy-cheeked and bright-eyed. “Not many of us left now that the season’s over, eh?”

      “You could say that,” Caitlin replied, coming to a stop. Aidan looked at his girlfriend imploringly; she swatted his leg with her right hand. “You wouldn’t know how we could get out of here without going back to the front gate?”

      “There isn’t any other way but back to the gate. Stops people from driving around the park when they don’t need to be.”

      “Thanks,” said Caitlin, hoping there wasn’t radio reception out here. Then again, this woman would be in an entirely different mood had there been.

      Out by the fire, a large branch cracked.

      Aidan and Caitlin looked toward the sound, their hearts jumping.

      Caitlin looked behind the woman. She guessed from her friendliness that she hadn’t seen anyone else in days. Another camper sat in a lawn chair in front of the fire. The short, broad-shouldered woman looked over curiously. She picked up a log and jimmied it into the centre of the fire. A dome-shaped tent stood behind her, on her left, opposite a picnic table with a cooler at one end. The image would have been an ideal camping postcard, save for the odd presence of leaves. Leaves carpeted the table, rained on the tent, and fell to the grass around the fire.

      “We’ve got to go,” Aidan muttered firmly to her.

      “Actually, I was wondering if you two might be able to help me get some water from the front gate,” the woman said.

      Caitlin turned to Aidan. “Where did you see—?”

      “—by the fire,” he replied.

      Caitlin looked over. She followed his line of sight. Just outside the ring, along the edge of the trees, Caitlin thought she saw motion from the shadows, but she was unsure. Whatever it was vanished just before she fixed her gaze on the ring of stones.

      “I just missed something,” Caitlin said.

      “What’s Dora looking at?” the friendly woman asked, glancing back. “Hey, hon, what is it?”

      “Don’t know,” Dora said, raising her hands palms-up before placing them on the hips of her denims. “Maybe a skunk?”

      Caitlin looked at the tree line behind the fire.

      Out of the corner of her eye, she glimpsed something moving. At first, Caitlin thought it could be a deer or a large raccoon. It moved sideways toward them, scattering dirt and trampling leaves. Her blood froze. Her heart slammed down a bongo drum beat. She hadn’t felt this way since riding on an old-school coaster with wooden supports as a teenager. When she crested a hill and dropped from five stories high, the railing and wood creaking and groaning, it felt as though her heart had escaped from her chest and jumped into her throat.

      Aidan and the camper heard a noise in the woods. They looked toward the dying fire. The logs spat up a flurry of embers.

      “Let’s go,” Aidan said quickly. “You were right; we shouldn’t have come here.”

      “What is that?” the friendly woman said.

      “Get in the car,” Caitlin said, more a plea than a request.

      The camper was unperturbed. “Just a sec. Let’s see what it is.”

      The sounds—mash, crash, crunch—grew louder, closer.

      “Please just get in,” Caitlin said.

      At first, they thought that Dora had bent over again to grab some wood, her hands on the front of her jeans. When she slid down onto her side, screaming deeply and painfully, everyone else froze.

      What happened next was too fast to decipher until later. All Caitlin knew was the adrenaline shooting through her like an electrical current. She pressed the gas pedal hard. The car rocketed ahead, narrowly missing a pine tree. There was screaming.

      Neither of them spoke when they had passed all the crossroads, the front gate, and touched the main road, squealing the tires, her hands white and stone-like on the steering wheel.

      “It was like at the gas station,” Aidan said.

      “No.” She shook her head. “Faster.”

      “Uh-uh. We’ve just seen it before. It was the same thing, all over again.” Aidan looked at the windows on his side. “Oh, shit.”

      “What?”

      “See for yourself.”

      Caitlin glanced at the glass of the passenger window behind Aidan. Her heart danced in her chest. Blood streaked the windows, starting as a handprint but quickly devolving into a slap-dash, Jackson Pollockesque mess.

      “Oh God, I just wanted her to get into the car,” she said.

      “There wasn’t time. I think I saw it coming, but it was too fast.”

      “I didn’t see anything!” Caitlin said, her voice rising. “Not clearly. Not for sure. Not a goddamn thing! And now that poor woman—” she paused for a moment “—is plastered all over the side of the car!”

      Aidan tried to think. “What did it do to her?”

      She could tell that articulating his thoughts didn’t make them easier to consider. He had the expression of someone turning over a rock, hoping to see tiny insects but instead discovering hand-sized beetles, centipedes, and ants.

      “I, I don’t know,” Caitlin finally said. “How the hell should I know?”

      “I’m not blaming you. I’m just trying to figure it out.”

      They paused. Their breathing sounded like two asthmatics having a simultaneous attack.

      A yellow sign flashed by, indicating railway tracks. The woods on the left were dark and brooding in the dusk.

      “Just what is that thing?” she asked.

      Aidan took a deep breath. “If we knew that, we wouldn’t be here.”

      “What the hell’s that supposed to mean?”

      He placed his left hand on her thigh. “Let’s just try to calm down. What do we know?”

      She shuddered, letting a wave of comfort pass through her from his slightly trembling hand. Aidan had always had such warm fingers.

      He cleared his throat. “We know it got those nice people at the gas station.”

      “It also got a dog on the side of the road,” Caitlin said.

      “What?”

      “When we were getting out of town, I saw in the rearview mirror a dog sitting under a mailbox by one of those old houses with the wraparound porch.”

      “You saw it?”

      “Only when I wasn’t looking. I couldn’t see anything when I tried to focus on it. I saw the dog, though.”

      “That’s what just happened with me, too,” Aidan replied. “When I tried to look at it, just like when you and—that woman— tried to look, you couldn’t see it.” He became quiet.

      “This old basset hound was lying in the sun by the driveway,” she said. “The next thing you know, he’s up and barking. I saw it, whatever ‘it’ is, around the same time I saw the dog. Then, it was kind of hard to describe.”

      “Try.”

      “It was like a car hit the dog. When I looked back, the dog had been thrown a few feet. The mailbox was down. The hound was lying on its side.”

      They sped along the highway, the thicker tree line on the left.

      She tried to remember how far they were from town. She wasn’t sure if they should even consider a return. The police were there, at least, investigating the gas station. But returning would mean leading the thing that was following them back there. Caitlin rejected the idea. The further we drive, the better, she thought.

      She looked over at Aidan. He leaned back, listening to the wind against the hood.

      The car thudded over potholes. The highway wound into the darkening dusk. Caitlin followed the winding curves.

      “We’re heading north, I think,” she said. She was trying very hard to imagine something you couldn’t look at directly and see: the sun, something in the dark, maybe an optical illusion.

      The highway narrowed. A band of grass only a foot wide lay on their left, followed by a steep drop to the lake. She wouldn’t have minded the proximity of the shore so much if the road hadn’t become basically a single lane. The tree branches arched overhead like bony fingers and rained down leaves. Night had fallen. The only available light was from their headlights.

      Caitlin switched the brights on.

      “What are we going to do?” Aidan asked.

      She stared at the road. “What do you mean? We’re going to get out of here.” Although she considered herself a stalwart atheist, Caitlin strongly felt like praying. In particular, she would ask that nothing would happen with the shore on one side and the darkened, leaf-carpeted road ahead. This whole scene reminded her of something. It took Caitlin a moment to remember what. It was like a cartoon she saw when she was a kid. The Legend of Sleepy Hollow. The headless horseman gallops down a spooky, leaf-covered lane and over a bridge.

      The thick trunks of the maples, oaks, and poplars looked contorted, as though they had wound around themselves like snakes eating their own tails.

      “We can’t see it without looking right at it,” Aidan blurted. “What if—”

      The road widened. The thin band of grass yielded to a broader and broader expanse of trees. Caitlin relaxed slightly. She eased her grip on the steering wheel. She moved her shoulders to loosen them.

      “—what if this thing won’t come at us if we don’t look at it?”

      The gravel shoulders on either side of the road expanded. Dim streetlights shone about a mile ahead. They felt like tourists out of season; rightly so; it was early October. The county was known for vineyards and charming hamlets.

      “I don’t know,” Caitlin replied, turning to him. “That still doesn’t—”

      The headlights flashed on the flank of a deer. It turned its large brown eyes toward them as it stood mid-road.

      Aidan and Caitlin saw the animal simultaneously. She turned the wheel hard, veering rightward. The car rattled and bounced. They clipped the deer’s hind legs. The four-door spun. Gravel growled under the tires. Before Aidan or Caitlin could react, the car lurched backward and slammed hard. They now faced the centre line of the highway at a right angle.

      They were silent for what seemed like a long time.

      “You okay?” Caitlin asked.

      Aidan nodded vigorously. “I think so. You?”

      They looked at each other with wide eyes. Their faces were pale in the light of the dashboard. They looked like they expected another blow.

      Caitlin opened her door, almost tripping into the ditch, breathing hard and fast.

      Aidan got out. He nearly fell flat on his face; the car was backed into the ditch.

      He put his hands on the roof of the car and his head between his shoulders, trying to calm his breathing. He was dizzy. All they heard was Caitlin’s swearing and Aidan’s breathing for a while.

      He stumbled up to the roadside. Caitlin was looking at where they had come from. The deer’s body was slightly visible in the view of the brights. Its hind legs and hooves were splayed out. Caitlin looked thankful that they could not see the rest of the animal.

      After being inside the car so long, outdoor sounds seemed louder. Leaves landed on the highway with dry scraping sounds. Crickets were singing. Water lapped in the distance. But, above this ambience, Caitlin most vividly heard branches bending and snapping, leaves crunching and skittering, and bushes rustling and sighing.

      Leaves clicked and clacked on the pavement. The crunches formed a vague rhythm. Caitlin peered further back the way they had come, her eyes adjusting to the darkness; all she saw was road winding around a bend, hedged in on either side by thick trees.

      She looked at the deer. Underneath the legs of the carcass, a pool of blood spread. In the light cast by the car, the blood looked like a circular shadow spreading outward in slow motion. Caitlin glanced at the car. The left front fender was severely dented, looking not unlike a crushed can of soda. She couldn’t tell if the vehicle was serviceable.

      “If you’re thinking what I’m thinking, I think we need a few other people to push it out,” Aidan said, nodding toward the vehicle.

      “I’m so sorry,” Caitlin replied.

      Aidan, unsure if she was talking to the deer or talking to him about the accident, or both, remained silent.

      The deer’s legs twitched and moved out of the light, dragging itself. Caitlin watched with fascination and horror. The back of her neck ached. She wondered dimly if she was otherwise hurt.

      “Deer’s gone,” she said.

      Aidan, also watching, replied, “Great!” He sounded resigned more than sarcastic.

      Aidan walked over and hugged Caitlin from behind, his hands firmly interlocking around her slender waist. There was a furtive movement behind the ditched four-door. Something clunked against the bumper and thrashed, unseen in the long grass, sounding like it was nearing the road. Something scraped against the gravel as though it was moving behind the car and away from them.

      The reality of the situation crystallized as Aidan let go and Caitlin turned to him. He followed her eye line this time.

      “God, I think we hit it,” she said.

      “It?”

      “Not the deer. It.”

      “How?” Aidan asked, madly racing to a conclusion.

      “The accident. It—it must have been behind us.”

      “Does that mean—”

      Something moved in the corner of Aidan’s vision. Branches crashed down from the oak trees behind the car.

      “Definitely,” Caitlin said.

      That epiphany was all they needed to shake off the dulling effect of shock and get moving again. Aidan and Caitlin backed away. They tried to get a glimpse of it in the tree line behind the ditch but could only hear sounds of movement.

      “It’s like a chipmunk running around in the bush, only bigger,” Aidan said.

      They had turned around and silently agreed to speed up. Their footfalls quickened.

      “That was by far the most stupid comment of the year,” said Caitlin.

      “Still love me?”

      Aidan glanced at her, loathe to look away from the darkened forest. They were jogging away now.

      “Love you, too,” he whispered.

      “Is this where we make confessions in case we don’t get out of this?” Caitlin replied. She looked at him.

      “Sorry to disappoint you,” he said. “I haven’t had any affairs since we met at your roommate’s theme party. You know, when I broke up with whatsername because I met you. It was a Polynesian theme, wasn’t it? Anyway, I was at a bar about a year after we started dating, and someone gave me their number.”

      “Guy or a girl?”

      “A woman. She was talking to me all night.”

      “You call her?”

      “No.”

      “Some confession.”

      “You have anything better?” Aidan asked. They had gotten about 300 feet from the car. The road they were retreating on was relatively straight, affording as clear a view of the ditched car as they could get. Off to the side, she saw an outline, a shape, as did he, approaching the trunk. It was far larger than a rodent, perhaps larger than Aidan’s 190-pound frame. He swallowed audibly hard. She felt a cold lump in her throat.

      “It’s right—” he began.

      “I know.” Caitlin silently filed away the selection of things she could have told Aidan. When she and Aidan were beginning to date but not living together yet, and so casually into their first few months together, she had a sweet and uncharacteristic dalliance with a woman perhaps a decade older, a folk musician whom she met at the local coffee shop. A redhead. Very fun, very experienced. It was better that he didn’t know, regardless of what happened next.

      Leaves thrashed. Caitlin tried to see it through the dark but only heard a thud, thud, thud against the rear bumper, a scrape on the roof, a clatter on the windshield. Adrenaline shot through her arms like lightning. She felt like she was trapped in a fairy tale. There was no gingerbread house, no witch, but maybe the tale had a big, bad wolf.

      An engine coughed and growled and a vehicle braked to a halt with a rattle and clatter. Headlights cast across the Hyundai’s dented fender, the ditch, and trees.

      “You two okay?” someone yelled.

      Caitlin and Aidan saw their car in a clear light for the first time. They didn’t immediately turn around to face the interlocutor. Their car sat covered haphazardly in leaves, rear end in the ditch, facing the highway diagonally.

      Caitlin and Aidan traded a knowing, frightened glance. Did he see it? she wondered; he must have wondered likewise about her. Something danced away sideways, out of the light, blinking, and shifting, and disappeared into the trees.

      “Hey, you kids okay?”

      Satisfied that whatever was on the car had left, they turned to see a pickup truck behind them. The engine chugged. A heavy-set woman in her late forties leaned out the driver’s window. They could only see her outline and hear her husky voice. She opened the door. The hinges creaked. She stepped out.

      “Uh-huh,” Aidan said.

      “You hurt?” The woman moved closer. Caitlin saw that she was sizable but attractive, her hair tied at the back. She wore a vest over a long-sleeved sweater.

      “I don’t think so,” Caitlin replied.

      The woman nodded curtly as though this information suited her fine. She glanced back at the truck. “Hear that?” she called.

      The passenger door opened. Two passengers bounded down. They were slim and in their early twenties, a few years younger than Caitlin and Aidan.

      “We don’t have much time,” one said. He came around the front bumper, his long, red hair backlit by the right headlight.

      “I didn’t say we did,” the woman replied. “Jordan, get that half done!” She pointed behind Caitlin, then glanced at the other passenger, a woman with closely cropped hair. She and Jordan carried a sense of that youthful party-ism of being in their mid-twenties. “Ashley, do this half!” the pickup driver said, pointing behind Aidan.

      If her clothing was casual, Ashley’s actions were all business. Without replying, she headed about twenty feet in the indicated direction. Jordan had gone to the other side of the truck.

      At first, Caitlin thought they were setting up hazard flares. It made sense. She was impressed by their gung-ho organizational skills. But the sound of rattling and shaking confused her. Jordan poured salt on the pavement from a tin can that caught the truck’s headlights.

      “We hit a deer,” Caitlin told the driver.

      The woman whistled. “No kidding, honey. You two are lucky. Let’s push you out, get you off here, if there’s time.”

      She added if there’s time matter-of-factly, but Caitlin noticed.

      “My name’s Beverly,” She turned to the truck. “A lot of them around here. Lots of roadkill this time of year, too.” She glanced at her companions. They had scattered salt across the road and around the vehicle in a fairly tidy circle. With startling volume, Beverly yelled, “You two done yet? I can’t start ‘til you’re done!”

      “Almost,” Ashley replied.

      “Same here,” Jordan added.

      “Listen, we’re in a hurry,” Caitlin said. Beverly had returned to the truck. “There’s ... something out here. We have to get the hell out of here.”

      “Why do you think I’m here?” Beverly reached into her seat.

      “You’ve seen it, too?” Aidan asked.

      She shook her head. “Uh-uh. If you see it, it means you’re done for. But we can talk about that later. Now, hold on. How close is this ‘something’?”

      “When we hit the deer, we think we hit it, too,” Caitlin replied, her mouth dry.

      Beverly’s face froze. She looked like someone had told her a friend had died. After sucking in a lungful of air, she bellowed to Ashley and Jordan, “Get your butts over here, now!” She waited a beat. “And do you hear anything?”

      They didn’t answer.

      “I take it from your lack of response that you don’t hear anything?”

      “Nah.”

      “Uh-uh.”

      Rolling her eyes, Beverly replied, “Good! Over here, now!” She held up the item retrieved from the truck—a book. Jordan and Ashley rushed to her, one on each side. “Ashley, I have to move the truck,” she said, handing Ashley the book and nodding toward Caitlin. “She says they might have hit it. Start reading.”

      Ashley caught some air in her throat. Without preamble, she began reading indecipherable words from the small hardcover book.

      “What do I do?” Jordan asked.

      “Be ready,” Beverly said, getting behind the wheel. She threw a direct glance at Aidan and Caitlin. “You two, get over here.”

      Aidan, standing in the beam of the left headlight, went toward her.

      “Get your butts in here, now!”

      Aidan looked at Caitlin and saw she was equally confused. He gave her an imploring look, clearly wanting her to follow up. She decided that the way things had gone the past few hours, she could do a crazier thing than get in a stranger’s pickup. She hastened over and boarded the passenger side. Aidan piled in after her. Jordan and Ashley leapt onto the flatbed with a metallic clatter and scrape.

      “Jesus,” Beverley muttered. She put the truck in reverse in a burst of speed, hurtling them backwards about 200 feet.

      She squealed the tires to a halt. They were far away enough from the ditched-out car to render it almost invisible beyond the spears of the truck’s lights. Beverly turned to Caitlin and Aidan and scrutinized their faces. Neither of them felt like arguing. They merely wondered why she had stopped driving.

      “You hear what happened at the Fifth Wheel?” Beverly asked.

      “You could say that,” Aidan replied.

      “We know all about it,” Beverly said.

      “Know all about it?” Caitlin replied.

      “Yes. Let me guess. Whenever you try to get a good look at it, you can’t see it.” She stuck her head out the window. “Ashley, you’re doing great, kid!” Ashley didn’t look up from reading aloud in the back. “Tell her she’s doing great, Jordan.”

      “Keep it up, Ash’,” Jordan said.

      “It moves fast, out of the corner of your eye,” Beverley said. She backed up several more feet and did a smooth two-point turn, parking sideways across the road.

      “What is it?” Caitlin said, her voice rising.

      “Slow down, honey,” Beverly said. “It’s got a Cree name that means ‘Glimpses Through the Trees’.”

      Caitlin was suddenly struck by Beverly’s coarse tone and how in the varying light, aside from Jordan’s shock of ginger hair, all three strangers could be Indigenous, Cree themselves. She wanted to ask, but her mind was already abuzz with what Beverly was lying down.

      Ashley continued to read loudly, audible over the running engine, gesturing with her free hand to emphasize certain words. “It was here before this was a tourist county before the vineyards started, before the British founded these villages.”

      “But we don’t know what it is,” Beverly finished.

      Caitlin now became more afraid than before.

      “Try to relax,” Beverly said, reaching for Caitlin’s left shoulder.

      Caitlin wasn’t about to relax, even with this miraculously-timed offer of help. She grabbed Aidan’s hand. She wanted to leap out of the truck and run, to do something.

      The leaves played music in the trees, the truck, and the highway. She realized she was shaking.

      Beverly, though clear-headed in her actions, drummed her fingertips against the steering wheel in a relentless rhythm. Ashley’s adopted a higher, more frantic note. Jordan had joined in with an off-key echo.

      “What are you guys doing?” Aidan shouted with a frustrated edge in his voice. “What are they doing?”“

      “Plan was for us to see if it was near here,” Beverly said.

      “It’s still out there,” Jordan said through the window of the cab. Caitlin looked at him. He glanced around with a panicked sort of tick. “I hear it,” he said.

      “We’re trying to talk to it, to send it back for now.” Beverly jabbered, looking at Aidan and Caitlin.” You see, Glimpses Through the Trees isn’t supposed to be out right now, especially not with tourists around. But it was a bad summer, which may explain why it’s out, but we don’t know. It might be angry. It might be that the grape crops were lousy because of the humid summer. It might be that the stock market plummeted.” She winked oddly with this last part.

      Aidan and Caitlin were speechless, equally scared, and perplexed by Beverly.

      Leaves had started to crunch everywhere—whether in the trees or on the car or along the gravel, Caitlin couldn’t tell. Once the sound started, it was as though a director had called for “Leaves, more leaves!” she thought. They heard quick, angry footsteps thrashing through the brush. Loud, louder, and louder still, the harsh snap and crunch increased.

      A line creased Beverly’s brow. She was thinking, Caitlin could tell. She sat up straighter, heaved a breath, and exhaled loudly. “Jordan! Ashley! You know the plan!”

      Jordan replied with a muttered confirmation and bound from the vehicle to the ground on the passenger side. He waved Ashley out while peering around, periscope-like. She reluctantly stepped down from the flatbed, still reading aloud.

      Beverly popped her door open. “We have to stop it here,” she said, nodding firmly to Caitlin. “I have to complete the ritual, and I can’t do that from behind the wheel. Can either of you drive stick?”

      “I can,” Caitlin said.

      “Good. It’d be good for you guys to take the truck.”

      Caitlin and her boyfriend traded a quizzical look. “Why?” he asked Beverly.

      “Just in case.”

      “Just in case,” Aidan echoed hollowly.

      Beverly put an arm around Caitlin’s shoulders. She was stronger than she looked, and Beverly looked quite strong.

      “But what—why don’t we all go?” Caitlin asked.

      Beverly shook her head. “Doesn’t work that way. We can’t send it back while moving.” Behind her, Jordan and Ashley were scattering salt around the truck again. The woman smelled faintly of wildflowers, of something husky and sweet at the same time. Satsuma? Caitlin wasn’t sure. An oddly comforting smell, even as Beverly relinquished her embrace. “We have to send it back like this. The kids do the seal; I send Glimpses back.”

      “What if it doesn’t want to go back?” Aidan asked.

      “Well, then we better ask it real nice, with a pretty please and sugar on top and all that.”

      “Right,” Caitlin replied.

      “But, seriously, it wants to take someone. The only way to appease it is to send it back with a ceremony or give it to someone to take. Someone it doesn’t want to kill. Better one of us than you.”

      Aidan and Caitlin stared at her, weighing the gravity of her words.

      “If it gets one of you,” Beverly added, “then it may get out of the county. We don’t want that.”

      “No, let’s all go,” Aidan said. He opened his door. The kids were about to meet up behind the truck to close the salt circle. Beverly got out and slammed shut her door.

      “No, go,” Beverly said and slapped the side of the
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