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The Waiting Game
By Ian Fortey

	 

	Peter knew the monster under the bed wanted to eat him. Why else would it live under a little boy’s bed? Why would it scrape and snarl? Why did it only scuttle about at night? It was a monster through and through, and it wanted to eat him. This, he knew.

	The problem with knowing the monster under your bed wants to eat you is that no one else knows it. No one else believes it. And being seven years old meant no one took Peter seriously. Not his mother, not his sister, and not Dr. Crenshaw.

	Peter’s mother, Nadia, made him go see Dr. Crenshaw after a year of him insisting there was a monster under the bed. No matter how many times she looked under the bed with a flashlight, it was not enough for Peter. His mother was at her wit’s end.

	Working two jobs to support two children was hard. Having one who could not make it through a single night’s sleep made it harder. She had tried to make a game of it. She tried to convince him monsters weren’t real. She’d given him a small baseball bat and three nightlights. Nothing worked.

	At age 7, it was a nuisance. By age 12, it was a full-blown paranoid delusion. This was according to Dr. Crenshaw. He had told Peter’s mother this fearful delusion was a manifestation of Peter’s past trauma.

	When Peter was four years old, he had been in the car with his father when they got into an accident. They had skidded on black ice. The car plowed into the back of a truck. Peter’s car seat had saved him. But his father’s airbag had not deployed. He died that night in the hospital.

	Peter did not remember the accident. In fact, he could barely remember his father. He was never sure how the trauma of an event that he had no memory of could affect his life. But Dr. Crenshaw said it could.

	The monster didn’t care about Peter’s therapy. It was always close by. Some nights it wouldn’t show. But even on those nights, Peter got no rest. Because he didn’t know it wasn’t going to show. And if he ever grew complacent, it would return. It always did.

	He would be asleep, or near to it, and something cold and hard would touch his foot. A claw? A tooth? He never knew. Never looked. But it was something.

	He would draw himself up into the fetal position. Blanket pulled tight, he would rock himself back and forth. Quietly, he’d list superheroes or cartoon characters to fill his head with sounds and thoughts.

	Sometimes the monster would go away. Sometimes it would stay and watch him. He knew it watched him. He couldn’t see it, but he felt it. It was so close he knew that if he pulled the sheet down it would be right there. It would be inches from his face. Wild eyes would be staring into his. A mouth curved into a mockery of a smile. A rictus grin that prefaced a mad howl. It would bellow from deep in its guts and sink jagged, vicious fangs into Peter’s young, tender flesh. If he looked at it, the monster would eat his face. So, he never looked.

	For years Dr. Crenshaw attempted different kinds of therapy with Peter. He tried regression therapy. Hypnotherapy. He even sent him to a PTSD support group for teens when he was 13. None of it helped. Dr. Crenshaw said they needed patience. These things took time. It was a waiting game.

	Most of Peter’s therapies came with new drug treatments. New medications and new doses. A cocktail of psychotropic medications and sedatives. Mood-altering drugs and serotonin inhibitors. Neuroleptic enhancers. Atypical antipsychotics.

	Haloperidol gave way to Olanzapine. Try it with a dash of Ziprasidone. Maybe a Quetiapine chaser. Peter had gone through them all before he was 16. And then came Lofazatril.

	Lofazatril worked by taking a big, wet blanket and smothering every inch of Peter’s reality with it. Everything seemed slow and thick and heavy. It was so heavy it squashed the monster out of existence. Not that Peter cared anymore.

	He started taking Lofazatril when he was 17. The monster vanished within a week. In all those many years, it never fully emerged from under the bed. And for the first time, it seemed like it never would.

	Lofazatril was a godsend for Peter’s mother. The relief in Dr. Crenshaw’s voice was palpable. Peter’s sister Lily even gave him a hug when she heard that the monster was gone. For the last decade she made fun of him almost constantly. But now, support. She said she was happy for him.

	Peter said he was happy, too. He told his mother and Dr. Crenshaw. He was happy now. It was good that the monster was gone. Lofazatril was good. In truth, he was not happy. He thought he wanted to be, but he was not.

	He was not unhappy. He was not angry. Not sad or scared or confused or frustrated. He was nothing. Lofazatril made the monster go away, but it made Peter go away, too. He felt a sort of vague hum. Like a sense that he was real. His flesh was real. Wind and snacks and the cat were real. But in the way movies are real. They are distant. Contained. Avoidable.

	Peter’s mother was concerned with his change of behavior. But after more than 10 years of constant delusions, this was progress. To her, this was moving on. For her sake, and for everyone’s sake, Peter would be happy.

	With Lofazatril on board, Peter was able to finish school. He went to college. He even got a job. He was a real boy, even though he was now a man.

	Sometimes at night he would still lie awake in bed. In the dark of his own apartment, he would let his feet hang out over the edge of the mattress. He remembered it all so clearly. A delusion, of course. As an adult, he knew this. He was mentally unwell. His mind had created these constructs to deal with losing his father. He was punishing himself for surviving. He was trying to process grief. He was struggling with abandonment and a lack of male role models. Somewhere, he had a notepad full of all the things it was. But one thing it wasn’t was a monster.

	As an adult, Peter no longer saw Dr. Crenshaw. Now it was Dr. Patel. She was a slight woman with her hair forever in a bun atop her head. She was boney and fragile looking, but she spoke with a booming voice. She reminded Peter of his grandmother.

	Dr. Crenshaw had been distant. He was not a friendly doctor. He was a clinician. He wrote papers about Peter’s case. He wore suit jackets at every meeting they ever had. He had a perfectly coiffed beard. Certificates on the wall bore his name.

	After Peter turned 18, he never heard from Dr. Crenshaw again.

	Dr. Patel was more caring than Dr. Crenshaw had ever been. She wore big sweaters and sometimes pant suits. She had pictures on the wall drawn by her own children. Sometimes she called Peter at home just to ask how he was feeling.

	After working together for a few years, Dr. Patel broached the subject of getting off of Lofazatril. It had a host of side effects and they had talked openly about it for a long time. Peter had avoided some of the very serious ones; no attempts at suicide and no psychotic breaks. But his dead emotions were an issue. Not for him, because he didn’t care. But Dr. Patel thought it was impeding his progress in life.

	There was a whole world out there for him to explore. Friends to make. Love to experience. Maybe a family of his own one day. But could he do that without feeling? She did not think so. Peter agreed. He was still rational, if not emotional. He understood the situation he was in.

	Although he had no intense fear, there was still trepidation. One does not live in fear of a monster for most of their formative years without some sense of reliance on the thing that made it go away.

	But the truth was, Peter hated Lofazatril. He hated the way it made him feel like a stranger in his own body. Hated the way that sometimes he would see his face in the bathroom mirror and, just for a moment, not know who that person was. Once he even asked who was in the room with him. When the other man’s lips moved in time with his own, he realized.

	He wanted to feel things again. He remembered joy, in a way. But even if he could barely muster his own memories, he could see the world around him. He could see people having fun, laughing, and embracing and being a part of life. He did not feel like one of them. Because he did not feel.

	Under Dr. Patel’s guidance, they agreed that he would begin the process of weaning himself off of the drug. It had to be regulated. If you stopped cold turkey, it could cause a serious manic episode. So he began to scale back his doses.

	The first week on a three-quarter dose of Lofazatril was exactly the same as a week on a full dose. He felt no different. No better, no worse. The next week they went to a half dose. And for the first time in a long time, Peter woke up one morning feeling excited. He had a lunch meeting with Dana Price from a local marketing firm. He pitched himself to build a website for the company, and Dana was going to listen and see if he could meet their needs. The fact that she was very attractive didn’t hurt either.

	Peter could not recall ever being attracted to anyone before. Not really. He had not developed any kind of normal sex drive or attraction to anyone in his teens. Hadn’t dated or even really thought about it. Dr. Crenshaw had always said it would come in time once he got used to the pills. The waiting game. Wait and you’ll be normal. Wait and you’ll fall in love. Wait and you’ll have a family. Wait and you’ll die. Just like everyone else.

	For the first time in years, Peter was set to be free of not just Lofazatril but all drugs. He would be him. Regular Peter, whoever that was. He had told his mother what Dr. Patel had planned, and she nearly had a panic attack on the phone. She said it was a terrible idea. What if he regressed? What if it was worse now? Should they call Dr. Crenshaw? She would call Dr. Crenshaw on Monday.

	The phone call ended with Peter lying and saying he would stay at a half dose. His mother agreed not to call Dr. Crenshaw. No need to involve his pediatric psychologist in this. He didn’t blame her, really. How many years had she sacrificed to his delusion? What life did she have?

	In nearly two decades, Peter’s mother never went on a date. Never had a boyfriend that he knew of. Barely had friends, even. Her life was work and her children. The idea of any progress she had made in that time being stripped away was probably terrifying. She didn’t deserve that. He would tell her what she needed to hear.

	Being detached from his own feelings offered Peter the opportunity for objectivity. He could see other people’s feelings and get to the root of them without his own biases. It was a fun party trick; he thought. Not that he knew much about fun. Or parties. But he was rarely wrong. Dr. Patel told him he had a special insight into why people felt what they felt. What made their emotions work.

	Peter didn’t much care about why people felt, though. He just wanted to be a part of it again. And so, when the time came, he awoke one morning and left his bottle of Lofazatril on the counter. No pills. Maybe never again. Hopefully never again.

	The adjustment period was always a gradual one. Lofazatril took a few days to work through the human body. Peter had stopped taking it on a Monday. By Wednesday he was noting a difference. By Thursday he was having full-blown emotional reactions to things.

	He spent nearly an hour before he even got out of bed watching YouTube videos and laughing. He watched dirty video clips from an adult website. He watched cat videos. He felt joy and disgust and lust and anger and everything he was supposed to feel. It was the best day of his life. And he hadn’t even gotten out of bed.

	It was hard to explain the way the world seemed different unmedicated. Nothing looked different, but it did. Colors couldn’t have been more vibrant, but he noticed them more. Sounds and smells and sights were all crisper. Realer. He was a part of the world, not someone watching it go by.

	By the time he got to work that morning, he had to stop and sit on a bench outside. He cried there on the bench. Wept like he hadn’t since he was a child. He wept for the years he would never have back now. For the scent of every hotdog cart he barely registered before. The warmth of a sunny morning on his face. The sound of car horns honking in gridlock. Everything that the entire world saw and heard and felt that he never had.

	Strangers stopped to ask if he was okay. An older woman sat with him and told him it would be okay. Didn’t even ask him what wasn’t okay in the first place. She told him everything can be overwhelming some days. But then another day comes and we get to try again.

	She left with a pat on his shoulder and more words of encouragement. She gave him a little piece of paper with her phone number on it and the name Joyce. He thanked her and wiped his eyes on his sleeve. When she left, he smelled lavender hand soap and smiled.

	He spent that first full morning eating junk food and listening to music. He watched as many videos as he could find. He didn’t actually do any work to speak of. It was wonderful.

	Before lunch, he called Dana Price to see if she’d liked his pitch. She explained she did, and that it was the best one they’d received. Unfortunately, the company wanted to go with a cheaper option. She felt terrible about it.

	“You could always make it up to me with another lunch date,” Peter suggested.

	“A date?” Dana asked.

	Despite being on the phone, Peter shrugged.

	“Sure, we’re not working together now so it’s not a professional conflict or anything.”

	“I see,” Dana said coyly. “You didn’t plan this, did you?”

	“Plan to ask you out one way or the other? I can’t say,” he answered.

	His own boldness surprised him. Had he always been bold? Was this who he was supposed to be? The missed opportunities were something to think about another day.

	“Alright, then. I am free for lunch, as it happens. Do you want to meet at Lorenzo’s in an hour?” Dana said.

	If Peter had smiled any wider, his face would have cracked.

	“I’ll be there with bells on,” he said, realizing too late how dumb that sounded. It was an expression his mother used. Did real people use that? Dana laughed.

	“Bells, huh?”

	“Not really,” he said. “I’ll, uh, just be in jeans. And a shirt. Shoes.”

	“Good choice. See you then,” she said. Peter nodded.

	“Yes, I can’t wait. I mean, um, bye.” He hung up the phone. He was an idiot. He loved that he was an idiot. This was how sitcom people did things. He had seen sitcoms. People were charming and awkward, and the audience laughed. Or at least a laugh track laughed. Someone was amused. It was exciting.

	Lorenzo’s was a cafe six blocks from where Peter worked. They catered to the kinds of people who bring their laptops to cafes. Also the kinds of people who want to pay $12 for a Cubano sandwich that comes with a side of artisanal potato chips.

	Dana was waiting when he arrived, and Peter checked his watch. She laughed and invited him to sit at the corner booth she had.

	“You’re not late. I had to run an errand, so I got here early. I ordered you a water. Exotic, I know.”

	She laughed and Peter laughed with her. Dana was taller than he was, close to six feet. Her hair hung in loose curls just past her shoulders, and her expression was always just this side of amused. Like she knew something he didn’t.

	“I like water, thank you,” he said, sitting opposite her.

	“So, no bells is good.”

	“Yeah, I couldn’t find any. Had some jingly paperclips in my desk, but it’s not the same,” he said.

	She nodded, sipping a clear beverage with a lime in it.

	“Yes, office chic is not good dating attire. Speaking of, you’re making bold moves, sir. Do you try to date all your potential clients?”

	She sipped her drink slowly through a straw, making pointed eye contact with him. He shook his head.

	“You’re my first,” he answered.

	She nodded, lowering the drink.

	“An honor! What makes me so special?”

	“Aside from the obvious?” he asked.

	She rolled her eyes.

	“Keep that charm in check, Peter,” she said.

	“Well, to be honest, I have never felt like me before now. So now that I am really me, I want to do things that make me happy, and you made me happy.”

	Dana gave him a curious look, playing idly with the coaster under her drink.

	“I don’t think I know what that means. I mean, I’m flattered. I think.”

	“It’s okay. Full disclosure. I used to take medication that made me feel...well, nothing. I had bad nightmares as a kid. For years. So they put me on all kinds of pills. And I’ve been on them forever. But now I’m off and feeling like myself. I just want to experience real life, you know?”

	“Wow,” Dana said. “That must have been awful. But you’re better now?”

	“I feel great. I feel! It’s kind of incredible. Have you ever smelled a hotdog? Like, really smelled it? Or watched a cat video on YouTube? They’re amazing!”

	Dana laughed, sipping her drink again.

	“Yeah, they’re something. That’s kind of incredible. You never really experienced these things before?”

	“I mean, I did. I’ve eaten hotdogs. I’ve seen cats. But I never cared. The drugs made it all background noise. It’s like looking at a book in a language you don’t understand. You can see letters and words, but it’s meaningless.”

	“And now?”

	“Now I can read it all. I dunno. For the first time in my life, I feel good. I feel alive.”

	“And to celebrate that, you asked me to lunch?” Dana said.

	Peter smiled, nodding as the waiter approached.

	“Well, I have lost time to make up for, so I want to experience all the best things as fast as I can.”

	“Hold that charm, sir,” she said again.

	The waiter took their orders. They spent lunch chatting about work, and what Dana thought Peter should experience now. She told him what she liked to do when she had free time. She was a fan of skiing, B-movies, dogs, and baking. Peter wanted to try all of those.

	The hour passed quickly and when it was done Dana took Peter’s phone, putting her cellphone number into it.

	“I am heading out of town for a convention tomorrow morning. I’ll be back in three days. If you’re still high on life and want to spend some more time with me, give me a call, okay?” she said.

	“Count on it,” Peter replied.

	She rolled her eyes again, giving him a quick hug.

	“You’re kind of corny, Peter. But I like it. See you soon.”

	With that, she left the restaurant for her car. Peter stayed behind, savoring the moment. When the waiter returned to clear the table, Peter gestured at the empty seat.

	“That was a date,” he said.

	The waiter laughed.

	“Good one, I take it?”

	“Best one I ever had,” he said, leaving a tip before heading out.

	The rest of the workday went by in a blur. Peter bought six hotdogs from a street vendor for dinner and ate them all. He felt utterly disgusted with himself and weirdly happy with that disgust. He watched more cat videos and then a B-movie that Dana had mentioned in passing at lunch. The movie was about zombie beavers. It was midnight before he knew it.

	His regular bedtime routine was simple. Strip down to his boxers, brush his teeth, gargle, then sleep. It had been the same since he started taking Lofazatril. Before that, things were much more complex. He had to turn on lights, had to ensure his sheets were tightly tucked. For a while he even slept with shoes on. Anything to thwart the monster.

	Crawling into bed, Peter turned off the light on his nightstand and turned on a small desk fan. He liked the cooler air, and the white noise was a habit more than a need at this point. When sleep finally came, it did not last.

	The clock next to the bed displayed 1:36 in big digital numbers when Peter awoke. He had been dreaming that he was digging a hole. The shovel biting into dry, rough earth over and over. And then, from the darkness of his room, the sound continued.

	Rough, dry scraping. From the foot of the bed. Peter froze, holding his breath. The fan droned on. Silence followed. He exhaled slowly, and the sound started again. Slow and purposeful. Like something being dragged on a cement floor.

	His mind went to one place and one place only. He didn’t need to wonder what was going on. Didn’t need to question anything. It was the monster. It had come back.

	Instinctively, Peter pulled the covers up over his head. His body began to contract, curling into a tight ball, and then he stopped himself. This didn’t make sense. There was no monster. He knew this.

	The sound continued. There was a click now. In his mind, he knew this was the claws of the monster. But he also knew this was untrue, because there was no monster. This was a delusion. It was not real. And if he knew it was not real, then he had no reason to fear it.

	Even if he saw the monster, he would be fine. It would not eat his face. It could not. Because there was no monster.

	“I know you’re not real,” Peter said out loud.

	He pulled the sheet away from his face. Silence answered him.

	“I stopped taking my meds. That’s what you are. A chemical reaction in my brain. An imbalance.”

	The scraping sound answered him. Peter took a deep breath. He threw the sheet off of himself.

	“A delusion seems real. My fear is real. But the source of my fear is not. You are not real. And if I know that, then I am okay.”

	Click. Click. Click.

	“I am okay,” Peter said again.

	In the dark he saw nothing. Scant light came in from the edge of his curtains, a streetlight across the way. His room was nothing but shadows. Was one moving? He could not be sure.

	“I am okay,” Peter said again.

	He reached over to his bedside table and clicked the light on. The room was empty. He waited for a minute. Two minutes. Five minutes. No more scraping or clicking.

	For a moment he debated going back to bed. But he needed to be sure. With another deep, calming breath, Peter swung his feet to the edge of the bed. He sat on the side of the mattress, his feet dangling over the edge. And then he stood.

	Nothing reached for his ankles. No claws dug into his flesh. No clammy hands grasped at him. He was okay.

	Peter grabbed his phone from the table and turned the flashlight on. Then, slowly, he got to his knees. With one, final deep breath, he bent low, flashing the light under the bed. White light swept the length of the bed from the headboard back. Nothing but carpet.

	For years Peter had refused to keep even the smallest things under his bed. Not even a sock found its way down there. Nothing the monster could use to get his scent or to hide. His bedroom had been immaculate since childhood. And this was no different. Clean and clear and monster free.

	And then he heard the click. Not under the bed. Behind him. The closet door.

	Panic made Peter move. Fear mixed with determination. He had just gotten free of this. He would not be sucked back in.

	His hand was on the closet doorknob in a heartbeat. He yanked the door open and shined the light as though wielding a sword. A single button-down shirt on a hanger rocked gently. But there was nothing. Shoes, pants, a couple of storage boxes. No beast. No face-eating fiend. Not this time.

	But that click. And the shirt. Peter sat on his haunches at the door until the shirt stopped moving. It had to be caused by him opening the door. That was the logical explanation. Because there was no monster.

	It took fifteen minutes of sitting in silence for Peter to stand up again. He closed the closet door and sat on the bed. Another fifteen minutes and he laid back down. There was no sound for the rest of the night. He slept with the light on.

	The next morning, Peter had breakfast quickly then headed out. There was an electronics store not too far away. He needed to gather supplies. Motion sensors, night vision security cameras, a hard drive, and security lights. He would prove to himself one way or the other what was happening. Madness or monsters, he could deal with the consequences later.

	It took two hours of setup and adjustments to get his room the way he wanted it. A camera rigged up in the closet, two more under the bed, covering all the angles. Motion sensors to turn lights on when they detected movement. A 2-terabyte hard drive to save all the video. He would look his monster in the eye this time. Even if it was just a delusion. At least he’d finally know for sure.

	The day crept by slowly. It was like time resisted moving forward. Peter tried to keep busy watching comedy movies. The night’s work was always in the back of his mind though, draining some humor from everything.

	By the time the sun set, Peter was ready to get to sleep and get it over with, even though it was barely into the evening. The sooner the better, he thought. He set up his room, brushed his teeth, and went to bed. It would work. It had to work.

	Sleep was a long time coming. A product of his own anxiety and the early hour. When it finally did grip him, it was peaceful and long lasting. He awoke to a sunlight splashed room. No sounds in the night. The monster had played him for a fool.

	He checked the video footage, fast forwarding through hours and hours of nothing. Not a single movement anywhere until his own feet came into frame in the morning.

	The next night, the same thing happened. No sounds. No movement. Perhaps it had just been a nightmare and the motion of a closet door after all. And why get hung up on all of this again when tomorrow he could see Dana? Things were looking up.

	That night, his dreams were erratic. He dreamt he was being watched by his boss, unhappy with his performance. He was going to be fired. And in another dream, Dana no longer wanted to see him. She had waited forever for him and he had never called.

	He awoke in the morning. The motion sensor light at the end of his bed had become unplugged somehow. Peter got up to check the video feed. His computer screen showed green night vision footage. Hours of nothing. Hours and hours. Then, just before he woke, a tiny movement. The cable from the light falling free. On its own.

	Peter leaned close, trying to get a better view of why it had fallen free. The video showed his own feet coming into frame as he went to check the footage. He was about to turn it off when a second image appeared. Behind him on the floor, under the bed, a dark shape. A hand.

	Clawed fingers pulled a lithe body forward towards Peter’s heels. A second hand came into frame. Shoulders. A body. The head was obscured. It moved towards the edge of the bed. And then it stopped. The body shuddered, vibrated. It was breathing. Smelling the air.

	Slowly, deliberately, the form turned. The head craned towards the camera. A face came into frame, looking directly into the lens. Looking directly into Peter’s eyes as he watched on screen. Wide, glowing, green night vision eyes with pinprick pupils. A too-wide mouth, full of too many teeth. It grimaced, lips like worms pulling back to expose even more teeth.

	The hands came forward, reaching for the camera. Peter gasped. They hit the lens. Passed through. Black, gnarled claws reached from the screen. Peter screamed and stumbled back. He fell on the floor and rolled over quickly.

	Under the bed, the monster’s face was right against his. Peter screamed again, and the mouth closed over his, swallowing his fear and panic in a rush of fetid breath. He could feel it again. The fear. The dread. He could feel it. That’s why it had waited so long.

	The teeth sank into flesh, into bone. It crunched loudly as Peter’s frantic struggling came to an abrupt halt.

	 

	* * *


The Capsule
By David Longhorn

	 

	“Bastards!” mumbled Alexei as he turned over in bed.

	He swore instinctively, assuming that some of the local idiots had come out to throw bottles at his cabin, curse him out, and generally make trouble. He rolled out of bed, sending two empty vodka bottles clinking to the cold wooden floor. He groped underneath the sagging mattress for his father’s old hunting rifle. If the scum weren’t fast enough, he might just wing one of them this time.

	Then, as his fingers touched the icy metal of the barrel, he paused. There were no human sounds outside, no taunting or swearing. All he heard was the wind howling straight down from the Arctic Circle, playing around the cabin like snow demons chuckling at Alexei’s miserable life.

	Something else must have woken him, then. A wolf howling, maybe? They were getting bolder, thanks to this evil winter. All the creatures’ natural food sources were depleted, according to the hunters in the local bar. Wolves, like bears, would scavenge in garbage, take chickens, and—according to some—even carry off small children.

	“Wolf,” he grunted, then belched. “Get me a pelt. Sell it to a tourist.”

	He was still half-drunk, he realized. Otherwise, he would not be such a fool as to think he could sell anything to a tourist. There were no tourists, this was the kind of place people left. They left for Moscow, or for Europe, or—best of all—for America, if they could. People did not come. If they had any sense.

	But the thought of shooting a wolf was attractive. And something had woken him. It did not pay to ignore anything out of the ordinary. Not when you lived alone on the edge of the great Siberian forest. So Alexei, already half-dressed, pulled on his coat, jeans, boots, and gloves, then took his belt with his heavy hunting knife and flashlight from the back of the door. Then he filled his pockets with rifle shells, loaded the gun, and went outside.

	It was dark, so dark that the stars blazed down like diamonds against black velvet. This was true winter, a time when the sun only showed itself briefly above the horizon for months at a time. It peeped at the isolated town like a seductive beauty mocking some decrepit old tramp with her charms.

	Thought of the sun’s mockery made Alexei hawk and spit. The phlegm froze in midair and landed on the hardened snow with a sharp noise, like a bullet. He hefted the rifle, feeling just bold enough to venture a little further from the cabin. The garbage dump where he hurled all his trash was around back, out of sight of the road. He still had some pride, though not much. He took out the flashlight, clipped it to the underside of the rifle, and switched it on.

	There was nothing. Just discarded cans, bottles, boxes, some vegetables that would eventually rot when spring came and brought the annual plague of insects. More empty vodka bottles gleamed as he swept the beam back and forth. There were no telltale prints in the snow. Then he switched the light off, let his eyes adjust to the darkness, and listened.

	Nothing.

	So what had woken him?

	It was then that he saw the glow. It was a faint orange flicker, far beyond his little clearing, probably out of sight of the road. He frowned. It was perhaps two or three hundred meters away, risky to walk in such piercing cold. Even as he squinted into the darkness, the glow died. A fire going out. That was what it resembled.

	Who would be setting fires in a winter wood? Nobody sensible or sane. Perhaps they were in trouble, unable to move, and had used a flare? Such things were not unknown. Hunters had accidents—were mauled or gored by potential prey. And if he rescued one, there might be good consequences. Some hunters were penniless riffraff like Alexei, but some were rich guys. Gangsters or politicians sometimes went hunting—and they were basically two sides of the same coin around here.

	“Okay,” he said wearily. “I’ll risk it. What the hell. If I don’t turn up for work tomorrow, they’ll have to come and look the day after maybe, and they’ll find me frozen solid and who’ll give a shit? Not me.”

	With pure fatalism and the vague hope of money spurring him on, Alexei
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